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Abstract  
 
A considerable amount of thoughtful literature suggests that organisations 
with learning capabilities can gain competitive advantage over rivals. 
Much of this literature is divided into providing description of learning 
process led by Argyris and his notion of learning loops, the other proposes 
a set of management practices to build learning organisations led by 
Senge. This GLVVHUWDWLRQ¶V main contribution is to provide structured 
information about the recommended approach as well as best practices to 
build a learning organisation. It will examines the extent to which 
organisational learning concepts and disciplines, developed by Argyris and 
Senge, could be implemented and practiced in the day to day business 
and which are elusive. A case study is performed as a way to examine this 
in GE Company. A limitation of the study is the small number of interviews 
conducted to develop the case study; hence, generalisation would not be 
feasible. Moreover, the project has not measured the performance of the 
company under study to validate the competitive advantage, but the case 
study was carried out on a company that is well-known by its learning 
capabilities and recognised as a learning organisation. 
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Introduction  
The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and 
write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn. 
Alvin Toffler 
 
$FFRUGLQJWR7RIIOHU¶VVWDWHPHQWFRPSDQLHVKDYHWRXWLOLVHWKHLUUHVRXUFHV
by building future competencies and capabilities, in order to be able to 
move toward their desired future and as acknowledge, learning is 
paramount in the 21st century. Before launching on their endeavours, 
companies should first understand how to learn, unlearn and relearn as 
Toffler stated.  
 
This dissertation is concerned with how organisations approach learning, 
and examines how learning organisations are more competitive and better 
performers than their rivals. The scope of this project will be General 
Electric (GE) ± Health Care Services, which succeeded in applying 
organisational learning concepts. In the last two decades organisation 
learning has grown to such an extent that it can be described as 
institutionalisation of a body of knowledge. Hence, writing about this topic 
requires sufficient knowledge about organisational learning disciplines. 
Many organisations today recognise the benefits of being a learning 
organisation, but they do not know how to become one. By first 
demystifying and then operationalising the process, by which 
organisations learn. David Garvin makes a significant contribution by his 
article "Building a Learning Organisation". On the other hand, despite the 
importance of knowledge and learning as an asset, few organisations truly 
understand what it means to be a knowledge-based firm and how to 
manage to achieve competitive advantage.  
 
Numerous books, researches and articles were written about 
organisational learning (OL) and how to implement its concepts in 
organisations. However, when it comes to real implementation, limited 
practices are presented. Furthermore, various case studies were written 
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on how organisations implemented OL concepts and became learning 
organisations (LO). Argyris points out that the success in market place 
increasingly depends on learning, yet most people do not know how to 
learn (1991). 
 
The aim of this project is to clarify how organisation could ensure 
organisational learning to gain competitive advantage. The project will 
attempt to examine whether there is a positive link between learning 
capability and competitive advantage. Literature on organisational 
learning suggests that companies with high learning capabilities can gain 
competitive advantage. The argument is that learning organisations are 
better at innovation and at generating new knowledge for solving 
problems. Learning organisations, as claimed by numerous researchers 
and academics, are not afraid to experiment with new ways of doing 
things. Such practices, as described by Goh and Ryan (2008) will give 
organisations better capabilities to keep ahead of competitors. To validate 
the latter, a case study on GE is carried out, and the results presented to 
address these hypotheses. Other research questions that tackle gaps in 
literature of organisational learning field such as investigating the extent 
to which corporate level organisational learning policies and practices are 
translated into business unit policies and practices are included. A list of 
all research questions is included in (Appendix B).  
 
The project is organised in four main chapters. The scope of µ&hapter ¶ is 
a literature review of what have been written in the field of organisation 
learning. At the outset, it will offer some definition of some terminology 
that will be used in the project to create a common understanding, such 
as competitive strategy and competitive advantage, linking those to the 
learning in organisation. Then drawing a distinction between two common 
terms used interchangeably in organisational field, which are 
µRUJDQLVDWLRQDO OHDUQLQJ¶ DQG µOHDUQLQJ RUJDQLVDWLRQV¶ It will then present 
various standpoints and opinions of recognised researchers, writers and 
practitioners regarding characteristics of the learning organisations and 
the processes of organisational learning. The purpose of µ&hapter ¶ is to 
describe the two frameworks that will be used to analysis the results of 
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the case study HQFORVHG LQ µ&KDSWHU 4¶ 1H[W µ&KDSWHU ¶ describes the 
PHWKRGRORJ\IROORZHGLQWKHSURMHFW&KDSWHU¶ LQFOXGHVWKHFDVHVWXG\
done in GE. µChapter 5¶FRPSULVHVDGLVFXVVLRQDQGDQDO\VLVRIWKHUHVXOWV
The concluding section will identify the main findings and will offer 
recommendations that would benefit organisations endeavours in building 
or improving their learning capabilities  
 
The information in this dissertation may be of interest to researchers and 
practitioners working in organisational learning and related disciplines. It 
is also applicable for people involved in planning and initiating 
organisational learning within their companies. Non-technical 
management and those wishing to increase their knowledge in the area of 
organisational learning may find this document useful as well. This 
document assumes some knowledge of strategic management. 
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Chapter 1: Literature review  
The organisational learning literature includes significant number of 
debates about learning in organisations and its different approaches and 
concepts (Huber, 1991; Easterby-Smith et al., 2000; Easterby-Smith et 
al., 2008). While the body of the literature on both, the applied research 
and the academically oriented research of the subject is growing, the 
debates remain surprisingly confusing (Nevis et al., 1995). The two 
research streams take divergent approaches. One provides a description 
of the learning process ± $UJ\ULV¶ notion of single-loop and double-loop 
learning. The other proposes a set of management practices or 
approaches to building a learning organisation ± VXFK DV 6HQJH¶V ILYH
disciplines, De Geus µ/LYLQJ &RPSDQy¶ and Garvin¶V  µ/HDUQLQJ
Organisation¶ (Goh et al., 2008). 
 
Those two streams have their proponents and opponents and were 
reflected in the literature and the debates started at the fundamentals and 
definitions. The basic questions VWDUWHG ZLWK µ:KDW LV D OHDUQLQJ
RUJDQLVDWLRQ"¶ aQG µKRZ FDQ DQ RUJDQLVDWLRQ OHDUQ"¶ The next section is 
concerned with the definitions of µ&RPSHWLWLYH $GYDQWDJH¶ DQG
µ2UJDQLVDWLRQDO/HDUQLQJ¶DQGJRHV WR WKHFRUHRI WKHGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQ
µ2UJDQLVDWLRQDO/HDUQLQJ¶DQG µ/HDUQLQJ2UJDQLVDWLRQV¶ LQ OLWHUDWXUHDQG LQ
practice. It will then outline two different approaches to learning, which 
will be the framework used in this project. Those approaches are the 
notion of the single and double loop learning put forward by Argyris and 
Schoen LQ  7KH VHFRQG IUDPHZRUN LV 6HQJH¶V ILYH GLVFLSOLQHV RI
learning. Those disciplines will be explained and described in the context 
of the organisational learning and learning organisation. Links to various 
strategy approaches to gain competitive advantage will be also 
highlighted.  
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ARE ALL ORGANISATIONS LEARNING SYSTEMS? 
The literature on organisational learning suggests that learning capability 
can be built only over the long term, and the benefits can only be gained, 
if the learning capability is sustained over time (Goh et al., 2008). De 
Geus (1997) had similar idea that companies, which are good at learning, 
could reach a life span of two centuries or more. He portrays those 
organisations as µ/LYLQJ&RPSDQLHV¶Similarly, Collins and Porras (1994) 
had the same notion that companies that lived for more than seventy 
years and possess certain traits could be characterised as visionary 
companies. Some of those traits are part of what Senge (1990b) consider 
as the five disciplines that are required for building a learning 
organisation. Furthermore *RK¶V UHVHDUFK (2008) identified sixteen 
companies that are renowned as learning organisations. Interestingly, 
eleven out of those sixteen companies identified, were acknowledged by 
Collins and Porras (1994) as visionary organisations. This might draw the 
attention to the point that all companies, especially the visionary ones, 
engage in some form of collective learning as part of their development. 
In addition, it might also lead to a hypothesis that long lived companies 
are learning organisations even if they are unaware of the learning they 
accumulate over time.  
 
COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE  
7RGD\¶V EXVLQHVV HQYLURQPHQW LV FKDUDFWHULsed by dramatic increases in 
competition, customer expectations, and the rate of change. Successful 
companies are learning to compete, not just by offering superior products 
and services, but by aggressively using technology, and their own 
knowledge to craft strategies that respond to rapid changes. The hype of 
the competitive strategies started in the early 80s when Porter¶s 
Competitive Strategy (1980), followed by Competitive Advantage (1985), 
introduced the value chain, and made significant contribution to the 
strategic management field.  
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Strategy, in essence, is about the future, which is unknown and 
unknowable. It can be dealt with by taking a broad view of what the 
organisation should look like some time in the future. The challenge lies in 
how to choose the paths and strategies for future. De Geus points out that 
µWKHIXWXUHLVPXOWLSOH¶. The problem, however, is that there is no map for 
the future (De Geus, 1996). Similarly, Hamel and Prahalad (1996) state 
that µthere is not one future; there are as many potential futures as 
companies¶. Thus, planning consist of accommodating the organisation to 
the eventualities of an unknown landscape. Admittedly, there are many 
paths a firm could follow to survive in WRGD\¶V dynamic competitive 
environment. In many organisations, as well as in much of the academic 
literature, crafting a strategy is about attempting to predict a foreseeable 
future, making decisions in advance, and controlling the realisation of 
strategic plans (Rumelt et al., 1991). Indeed, both scholars and managers 
have raised serious concerns about the extent to which existing 
approaches to strategy-making can help the firm in envisaging, 
conceiving, and realizing more imaginative strategies (Hamel, 1996; 
Porter, 1991). It is commonly believed that one of the main reasons some 
firms perform better than others is that they apply superior knowledge 
and can be more adaptive and agile to changes than others (Senge, 
1990a, 1994; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; De Geus, 1997; Easterby-Smith 
2000, 2008). But is learning the only way to competitive advantage or 
there are other ways to pursue?  
 
COMPETITIVE STRATEGY AND TQM 
In the 1980s companies were competing mainly on quality differentiation. 
Hence, gaining competitive advantage was through higher quality. Most of 
the quality standards, initiatives and approaches were developed during 
this decade. For instance, the first ISO 9000 standard was developed in 
1987 (ISO 9001:1987); Motorola and GE also started their Six Sigma 
quality programmes in the early 1980s; Malcolm Baldrige National Quality 
Improvement Act was initiated in 1987 and many other standards were 
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developed to ensure high product as ZHOODVV\VWHP¶VTXDOLW\7KLVGHFDGH
could be considered the decade of the quality.  
 
In the early eighties, Deming also coined his Total Quality Management 
(TQM) concept. It was and still considered one of the most robust 
management systems based mainly on quality improvement initiatives 
and Japanese management philosophies. It is founded on the notion of 
integrating quality in all organisation elements. This includes having a 
vision, a mission and guiding principles nurtured by the leadership, and 
supported by the management. Furthermore, integrating the latter in 
aspects, such as employees, suppliers, customers and systems, embraced 
with a continuous improvement process, was also a groundbreaking 
approach before Senge put forward his system thinking theory.  
 
Thus, TQM became a preoccupation of more than two decade and 
provided competitive edge, especially for Japanese companies, which 
adopted this concept, before practicing managers pay heed to 
organisational learning concepts and principles. It could be considered 
that TQM was the first attempts for building management systems. Even 
more, TQM was considered as a competitive advantage in itself.  
 
,QKLVFRPPHQWDU\RQ6WHUPDQ¶VDUWLFOH µ/HDUQLQJ,QDQG$ERXW&RPSOH[
6\VWHPV¶(Sterman, 2000), Stata lend support to TQM endeavours saying 
that it have had significant impact on the ability of many organisations to 
FRQWLQXRXVO\ OHDUQ DQG LPSURYH¶ Nevertheless, TQM faced a number of 
critics especially, in the mid 1990s when Argyris refuted its capability to 
support learning in organisations, saying that it is merely a linear 
approach for problem solving per se (Argyris, 1994), what he describes as 
D³single-loop learning´ proposing his notion of ³double-loop learning´ as 
pancea. Hence, organisations started to search for the panacea that 
guarantees or renders equivalent advantage as the one they possessed 
through TQM. Consulting firms found potential of new business through 
learning and began to hype it up to the market in the form of successful 
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case studies, then disparaged old big things they have hyped before e.g. 
TQM ± and promoted OL as a new product to be WKHµQH[WELJWKLQJ¶. 
 
COMPETITIVE STRATEGY & LEARNING 
Competitive strategy is about finding a strategy that is better than that of 
the competitors. µThe objective in selecting and following a well defined 
competitive strategy is to achieve competitive advantage i.e. sustained 
SURILWVFRPSDUHGWRULYDOV¶ (Dobson et al., 2004:52). The essential aspect 
is the ability to win more market share through superior value of products 
offerings.  
 
Porter (1985) points out that to achieve competitive advantage strategists 
have to choose from three µJHQHULF FRPSHWLWLYH VWUDWHJLHV¶: cost 
leadership, differentiation strategy or focus strategy. Intrinsically, Porter 
focuses on the competitiveness from the unique value proposition aspect. 
He also lays emphasis on GHILQLQJ FRPSDQ\¶V SRVLWLRQPDUNHWLQJ WUDGH-
offs, synchronising all activLWLHVWRJHWKHUZKDWKHFDOOVµIRUJLQJILWDPRQJ
DFWLYLWLHV¶DQGconfiguring the value chain optimally, (Porter, 1985, 1996). 
Notably, Porter GLGQRW FRQVLGHU OHDUQLQJDVRQHRIKLV µ)LYH)RUFHV¶ that 
determine the competitive intensity and provides the only sustainable 
competitive advantage as many scholars asserted (Senge, 1990a, 1990b; 
Argyris, 1994; Nonaka, 1991; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; De Geus, 
1988, 1997, 1998; Stata, 1989).  
 
&RQYHUVHO\2¶%ULHQraises important points concerning WKHKXPDQIDFWRU¶V
role in strategy formation, adding that it is human beings who make the 
GHFLVLRQV DQG SHUIRUP WKH DFWLRQV WKDW GHWHUPLQH D FRPSDQ\¶V UHVXOWV; 
hence, µpeople are arguably the most important influence on a 
FRUSRUDWLRQ¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLQWKH competitive market and consequently on 
its long-term financial achievements¶ (O'brien, 2010:29). 2¶%ULHQE\WKLV 
touches on critical issues, such as the role of human factor in the 
organisation equation. Human beings, as Senge (1990b) describes them, 
are designed for learning. For an organisation to move toward its desired 
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future, it has to utilise those resources by building future competencies 
and capabilities. Emphasising the same meaning, McKiernan & Faulkner 
(2003) indicate that a different language is required that can deal with 
µsoft¶ rather than µhard¶ resources.  
 
LEARNING AND BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE 
It is generally accepted that Organisation learning is simply the sum of 
what individuals learn within organisations. Only a small number of people 
have significant influence over strategic decision; hence, any mapping of 
cognitive and learning processes of individual senior management will 
provide a good approximation of the way organisation think and behaves 
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2000). This, however, represents only one side of 
the picture as many studies assert that OL is more than the learning of its 
individuals. They VXJJHVWWKDWWKH2/LVDIIHFWHGE\WKHRUJDQLVDWLRQ¶VVHW
up such as the structure, procedures and governing systems (Dodgson, 
1993). What's more, they consider that learning is not only the possession 
of employees by it is also stored in the organisation routines, such as the 
procedures, processes, policies and systems (Easterby-Smith et al., 
2000).  
 
Hedberg pointed out that though the organisational learning occurs 
through individuals and through interaction and only takes place in a 
context of participation; nevertheless, it would be a mistake to conclude 
that organisational learning is nothing, but the cumulative result of their 
members. Employees come and go and leadership changes, but the 
RUJDQLVDWLRQV¶ PHPRULHV SUHVHUYH FHUWDLQ EHKDYLRXUV PHQWDO PDSV
norms and values over time (Hedberg, 1981 cited in Easterby-Smith et 
al., 2000).  
 
It is widely agreed that competitive advantage is built on a unique bundle 
of assets that is difficult to imitate (Barney, 1986). From a resource based 
view, a learning organisation realises the value of the workforce as a 
capital that needs to be nurtured and developed to improve the 
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organisational performance. (Barney, 1986). Thus, nmerous organisations 
are putting more focus on building and developing WKHLU µVRIW¶ UHVRXUFHV
knowing that those need continuous development and a long process to 
be used as a competitive advantage (Kay et al., 2003:41). Taking this 
time dimension into consideration, companies need to learn faster than 
their competitors to remain at a competitive advantage (O'Keeffe, 2002).  
 
LEARNING ORIENTATIONS AND KNOWLEDGE 
Learning faster means speeding up the learning process that goes beyond 
data collection and data analysis to convert it into usable information then 
interpreting the results to produce knowledge. Knowledge as a major 
dynamic capability is frequently positioned as an extension of the RBV 
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). Easterby-Smith et al. (2008) differentiates 
between two kinds of organisational knowledge, namely explicit and tacit 
knowledge. The former, which can be codified and written and is therefore 
easy to articulate, capture and disseminate. The latter is associated with 
personal skills and experience, hence, more difficult to articulate and 
distribute (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Easterby-Smith at al., 2008). An 
important point to be noted is that knowledge is situated in the practice of 
everyday¶V work rather than being in the possession of individuals (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). 
 
The latter statement supports Nevis et al. (1995:73) stance that µOearning 
is a systems-level phenomenon, because it stays within the organisation, 
even if individuals change¶In stark contrast, Schoen (1992) claimed that 
much of the knowledge possessed by professionals and experts is tacit. 
This results in knowledge loss by knowledge carriers leaving the company 
and leads to loss of the competitive advantage.  
 
However for organisations to capture this knowledge, it should first be 
able to convert the tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge. To achieve 
this, Schoen suggests a methodology for reflection starting with what he 
FDOOV µNQRZOHGJH LQ DFWLRQ¶ WR XQSDFN WKH WDFLW NQRZOHGJH DQG PDNH LW
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explicit. Schoen defines two types of reflection ± µRQ¶ DQG µLQ¶ DFWLRQ
µReflection-in-action¶ is concurrent with action and often involves 
converting tacit assumptions or behaviours into explicit ones so that they 
can be examined, demystified and shared. The resulting knowledge can 
then be passed on to novice RU FDSWXUHG LQWR FRPSDQ\¶V PHPRU\. 
µReflection-on-action¶ is a retrospective examination of events from a 
particular perspective. It has the intention of clarifying and learning from 
experience (Schoen, 1992). A way to do this is to achieve it through social 
processes within communities of practice to get hold of it rather than 
EHLQJ RQO\ WKH VXP RI LQGLYLGXDOV¶ FRJQLWLRQV 6HQJH D E
Senge et al., 1994; Schein, 1993; Nonaka, 1991; Easterby-Smith et al., 
2000, Easterby-Smith et al., 2008; De Geus, 1988, 1997).  
 
THE DICHOTOMY  
The terms µRUJDQLVDWLRQal OHDUQLQJ¶(OL) DQGµOHDUQLQJRUJDQLVDWLRQV¶(LO) 
are used interchangeably both by researchers as well as practitioners as a 
management concept that can impact the performance of an organisation 
and raises its competitive advantage amongst its rivals (Goh, 2001).  
 
Organisational Learning 
One way to differentiate the two terms is to view organisational learning 
as the experience-based improvement in organisational tasks performance 
(Argyris & Schoen, 1978:323). It can also be described as the continuous 
process of information exchange between a system and its environment, 
allowing the system to monitor change and initiate appropriate responses 
(Argyris and Schoen, 1974), example of such is the double loop learning 
to be explained in the next chapter. Others propose to use the term 
µOHDUQLQJ LQ RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶ DV D UHSODFHPHQW IRU RUJDQLVDWLRQDO OHDUQLQJ
(Gherardi, 1999), as it describes the learning process followed in an 
organisations. Furthermore, Goh (2001) views OL as something that all 
organisations possess, but each utilise it differently. This imposes a shift 
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from the question of how does an organisation learn to how should it 
learn?  
 
To answer this question, Stata (1989) and Senge (1990b) articulate 
similarly that organisational learning occurs through shared insights, 
knowledge and mental models that build on past knowledge and 
experience. Building on Argyris and SchRHQ¶V ORRSV RI OHDUQLQJ Senge 
claims that organisational learning must go beyond improvements in 
performance and think of enduring changes in thinking and behaviour 
(Senge et al., 1993; Argyris and Schoen, 1974; Argyris 1977, 1994).  
 
However, during the last two decades, tension emerged between the ideas 
of organisational learning and knowledge management. Interestingly, the 
term organisational learning has been around for several decades, 
whereas the significance of knowledge has only become apparent after 
Nonaka popularised this idea first through his Harvard Business Review 
+%5DUWLFOHµ7KH.QRZOHGJH-&UHDWLQJ&RPSDQ\¶LQWKHQ\HDUVODWHU
by his book under the same. The authors were quite dismissive of OL on 
the ground that it is mostly dependent on individuals and hardly tackles 
the issue of knowledge creation. The debate about the relative value of 
the concepts of learning and knowledge has been sharpened by the 
popular development of the idea of knowledge management as a key to 
competitive advantage.  
 
It has been proven that all organisations learn from experience all the 
time or they would not survive. To improve this µRUJDQLVDWLRQDO OHDUQLQJ¶
process, DiBella and Nevis (1998) acknowledged the importance of the 
culture and asserted that organisations have to examine the learning 
process from a systemic perspective. Nonetheless, each organisation has 
its own unique learning style and process and strives to build and improve 
its learning process and knowledge management capabilities together with 
upgrading its memory of the future to gain competitive advantage and 
have the edge amongst its rivals.  
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Learning Organisations 
Hayes et al. (1988) refer to learning organisations as those organisations 
that are able to sustained improvement in performance. Senge identifies 
five disciplines as prerequisites for learning to occur. He defines LO as 
those which are continually expanding their capacity to create their future, 
and where people continually exchange their knowledge and learn 
together (Senge, 1990a).  
 
Similarly, Garvin (1993) defines LO as those organisations that are skilled 
at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its 
behaviour to reflect new knowledge and insights. He adds that LO are 
skilled at five main activities: systematic problem solving, experimentation 
with new approaches, learning from their own experience and past 
history, learning from the experiences and best practices of others, and 
transferring knowledge quickly and efficiently throughout the organisation 
(Garvin, 1993). Nonetheless, Garvin indicates that only few organisations 
are successful at that, by creating systems and processes that support 
learning activities and instilling them into the fabric of the daily 
operations.  
 
Building LO, however, requires more that knowing the characteristics and 
features as stated by Senge and Garvin. To create a LO Garrette (1990) 
asserts that organisations have to have the intention to go for it and 
translate this into actions that facilitate the learning of the organisation 
members and continuously adapt to its needs. Then it has to develop 
strategies that encourage learning and adopt structures that enables and 
facilitates learning across the organisation (Dodgson, 1993). 
Consequently, this learning process will have positive effects for 
innovation and performance, thus will contribute to the competitive 
advantage.  
 
Simply stated, organisational learning is a term used to describe certain 
processes performed within an organisation to facilitate learning, while 
learning organisations are those that succeeded or are good at learning.  
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HOW LEARNING ORGANISATIONS LOOK LIKE  
After Argyris proposed his supposition regarding the notion of the single 
and double loop learning, people started to look for recipes to build LO. In 
the late 1980s Peter Drucker drew the attention to how future 
organisations should look like and anticipated that the future businesses in 
twenty years later, i.e. these days, will be information based 
organisations. He added that they will look more likely to resemble a large 
µV\PSKRQ\RUFKHVWUD¶than a typical manufacturing company. He used this 
analogy WR GHPRQVWUDWH KRZ IXWXUH RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V VWUXFWXUHV ZLOO JR
beyond the matrix configuration (Drucker, 1988). This, however, will 
require greater self-discipline and greater emphasis on individual 
responsibility for relationships and communication, as they cannot be told 
how to do their work. Years later, Nonaka (1994) characterised learning 
organisation as knowledge-creating organisations where inventing new 
knowledge is not a specialised activity rather than a way of behaving. 
Furthermore, he shares the same view as De Geus (1988) that companies 
are living organism.  
 
Many academics have made remarkable contributions to put forward some 
theories on how to build learning organisations. Learning organisations, 
however, are not built overnight. Still, some changes can be made 
immediately. Garvin (1993) defines three steps to build a learning 
organisation. The first step is to foster an environment that is conducive 
to learning. This should allow time for reflection and analysis. It should 
also guarantee psychological safety (Garvin, 1993; Garvin et al., 2008; 
Edmondson, 2008) to overcome the fear of what Argyris describes as 
µGHIHQVLYH UHDVRQLQJ¶. The second step is to follow a methodological 
learning process that comprises the generation, collection, interpretation 
and dissemination of information (Garvin et al., 2008). The third and last 
step is to have a leadership that reinforces learning.  
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Factors for successful learning organisations  
Nevis et al. (1995) research indicates that there are three learning-related 
factors for successful learning organisations. The first set is the well-
developed core competencies capable of learning and innovating. Second, 
the readiness of the workforce to support continuous improvement in the 
business value added chain, finally, the ability to renew or revitalize the 
organisation. Indeed DQ RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V DELOLW\ WR VXUYLYH DQG JURZ LV
based on the advantage that stem from core competencies that 
UHSUHVHQWV µFROOHFWLYH OHDUQLQJ¶ (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990). As a result of 
this assumption, it can be deduced that all organisations engage in some 
form of collective learning as part of their development (Child & Kieser, 
1981; Child, 2003). µ$OOKDSS\IDPLOLHVUHVHPEOHRQHDQRWKHU¶DV7Rlstoy 
ZURWHLQKLVZULWHVµ$QQD.DUHQLQD¶µ%XWHDFKXQKDSS\IDPLO\LVXQKDSS\
LQ LWV RZQ ZD\¶ KH DGGV 8VLQJ WKLV VXSSRVLWLRQ, quoted in De Geus 
(1988:52) as well as in Collins (2009:19), both using the analogy to argue 
WKDW µ*UHDW Companies¶ RU µ/LYLQJ&RPSDQLHV¶ VKDUH VDPH FKDUDFWHULVWLFV
to achieve their competitive advantage we can say that all organisations 
DUH³/HDUQLQJ2UJDQLVDWLRQV´; however, all learning is not the same.  
 
A vital aspect that is commonly overlooked is what Hamel and Prahalad 
(1994) mentioned regarding the creation of an µXQOHDUQLQJ RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶
since changing mental models requires the forgetting of old paradigms 
and we are all prisoners to one degree or another of our experience. 
(Hamel & Prahalad, 1994). On the other hand, numerous scholars lay 
emphasis on organisational learning and how to improve the learning 
curve, though, only few of them mention the forgetting curve, which 
might be best described as removing defective gene, or unlearning bad 
habits. 
 
In this chapter, we have seen how competitive strategies evolved from 
3RUWHU¶V FRPSHWLWLYHDGYDQWDJHV WR740:HDOVRVDZZK\RUJDQLVDWLRQV
moved from TQM to learning as the new big thing. Moreover, we revealed 
the difference between OL and LO according to Goh (2001) Gherardi 
(1999) and Argyris (1994), that the first one is about the processes each 
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organisation follows to become a LO and consequently gain competitive 
advantage. The chapter also represented different view points about the 
process of learning or OL. It showed that some regard learning as a 
system-level phenomenon and thus claim that it stays in organisations no 
matter knowledge carriers ± employees ± left the organisation or not 
(Nevis et al. 1995; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995;; Lave & Wenger, 1991). On 
the other side, Schoen (1992) and Easterby-Smith et al. (2008) argued 
that because organisational knowledge is mostly tacit knowledge it is lost 
by knowledge carriers leaving the organisation. The chapter also display 
how LO should look like based on different view points. It showed how 
'UXFNHUGHVFULEHGµWKHFRPLQJRIWKHQHZRUJDQLVDWLRQ¶LQWKHODWHV
:H DOVR VDZ KRZ *DUYLQ UHFRPPHQGV KRZ µEXLOGLQJ D OHDUQLQJ
RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶*DUYLQVKRXOGWDNHSODFHDQGWKHDVNLQJµLV\RX¶UHD
learning oUJDQLVDWLRQ¶ *DUYLQ  Moreover, the chapter presented 
briefly how Nonaka anticipated the coming of the knowledge creating 
company and the role of knowledge in future organisations (Nonaka, 
1991).Successful factors for building learning organisation was also 
presented by Nevis et al. (1995).  
 
The coming chapter will present a description of the framework that were 
used in chapter 3 and 4 of this paper.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 
The frameworks used in this dissertation will be based on Argyris and 
6FKRHQ¶V single and double loop learning models. Furthermore 6HQJH¶V
ZRUNLQµ7KH)LIWK'LVFLSOLQH¶ZLOOEHXVHGDVDn approach of how LO should 
look like. The following chapter will present and explain Argyris and 
6FKRHQ¶V single and double loop learning models to understand how 
learning, from their SHUVSHFWLYH WDNHVSODFH6HQJH¶V ILYHGLVFLSOLQHVZLOO
also be represented and used as a lens with which to spot main disciplines 
required when attempting to build a learning organisations. As this 
dissertation targets specialised practitioners, as well as people with less 
knowledge in OL field, hence, the framework might go into details to give 
more explanation of psychological issues related to learning processes and 
mental models, especially when explaining the notion of the single and 
double loop learning. 
 
THEORY IN PRACTICE 
TKH DLP RI XVLQJ$UJ\ULV DQG6FKRHQ¶V QRWLRQ RI VLQJOH DQG GRXEOH ORRS
learning as a framework is to start with how the learning process takes 
place, before describing how learning organisation should look like. To 
begin with explaining single and double loop learning models, we also 
have to understand the rationale behind it. In 1974 Argyris and Schoen 
UHOHDVHGWKHLUERRNµ7KHRU\LQ3UDFWLFH¶which includes their argument that 
people have mental maps with regard to how to act in situations. 
)XUWKHUPRUHWKH\DVVHUWWKDWLWLVWKHVHPDSVWKDWJXLGHSHRSOH¶VDFWLRQV
rather than the theories they explicitly espouse (Argyris & Schoen, 1974).  
 
A good example they have JLYHQµ>Z@hen someone is asked how he would 
behave under certain circumstances, the answer he usually gives is his 
espoused theory of action for that situation. This is the theory of action to 
which he gives allegiance, and which, upon request, he communicates to 
others¶$UJ\ULVDQG6FKRHQ-7). In other words, the language he 
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uses to convey what he does or what he would like others to think he 
GRHVFDQEHFDOOHGµHVSRXVHGWKHRU\¶. In contrast, µthe theory that actually 
governs his actions is his theory-in-use, which may or may not be 
compatible with his espoused theory. Furthermore, the individual may or 
PD\QRWEHDZDUHRIWKHLQFRPSDWLELOLW\RIWKHWZRWKHRULHV¶(ibid.) 
 
Espoused theories differ widely, but most theories-in-use have the same 
set of governing values. All of us design our behaviour in order to remain 
in unilateral control and maximise winning and minimise losing. The 
purpose of this strategy is to avoid vulnerability, risk, embarrassment and 
the appearance of incompetence (Argyris, 1994). This, unfortunately, is 
GHVFULEHG E\ $UJ\ULV DV µD UHFLSH IRU LQHIIHFWLYH OHDUQLQJ¶ (Argyris, 
1994:80) or even a recipe for anti-learning, as it avoids us from reflecting 
on the counterproductive consequences of our own behaviour. 
 
In light of this, we infer that defensive strategies discourage reflection and 
encourage people to leave their own behaviour unexamined. Certainly, not 
all learning comes from reflection and self-analysis. Sometimes the most 
powerful insights come from looking outVLGHRQH¶VLPPHGLDWHHQYLURQPHQW
to gain a new perspective. 
 
Genuine learning is inhibited by both individual defensive reasoning and 
organisational routines (Argyris, 1994:81). Argyris assumes that people 
consistently act inconsistently; unaware of the contradiction between the 
way they think they are acting and the way they really act, only fewer 
people are aware of the maps or theories they do use (Argyris, 1991). He 
makes the case that effectiveness results from developing congruence 
between µtheory-in-use¶ and µespoused theory¶ (Argyris, 1980). He carries 
out that each person has many µtheories-in-use¶, one for every kind of 
situation in which he more or less regularly finds himself. Argyris and 
Schoen suggest two responses to the mismatch between both theory and 
action, which can be seen in their notion of single and double loop 
learning.  
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SINGLE- AND DOUBLE-LOOP LEARNING 
The terms single- and double-loop learning were first used by Argyris and 
Schoen in 1974 to distinguish between learning for improving the way 
things are done and learning that transforms the situation. They based the 
idea on the concept of feedback loops in control engineering, cited in the 
ERRN ³Design for a Brain´ by W.R. Ashby in 1952 (McGill & Brockbank, 
2004). Sterman (2000) indicates that all learning depends on feedback. 
He claims that people make decisions by comparing information about the 
state of the real world to various goals, perceive discrepancies between 
desired and actual states, and using that information they revise their 
understanding of the world and the decisions they make to bring the state 
of the system closer to their goals (Sterman, 2000). It is also discussed 
by David Kolb in his well-NQRZQ µOHDUQLQJ F\FOH¶ (Kolb, 1984). However, 
details and technicallities of these loop is not in the scope of this 
dissertation. The main aim is to understand the concepts and the 
differences between the single and double-loop lerning, as explained by 
Argyris and Schoen. 
 
For Argyris, learning involves the detection and correction of error (Argyris 
& Schoen, 1974; Argyris, 1994). Where something goes wrong, it is 
suggested to look for another strategy to solve the problem, but within 
the governing variables available. No radical changes are sought. In other 
words, chosen objectives and goals, values and rules are operationalised 
rather than questioned (Smith, 2001). According to Argyris and Schoen 
WKLVLVµsingle-ORRSOHDUQLQJ¶. An alternative response is to question 
the governing variables themselves, to subject them to critical scrutiny, 
what he describes as µGRXEOH-ORRSOHDUQLQJ¶.  
 
Hence, double-loop learning asks questions not only about objective facts, 
but also about the reasons and motives behind those facts. It depends on 
TXHVWLRQLQJRQH¶VRZQDVVXPSWLRQVDQGEHKDYLRXU)XUWKHUPRUHLt is the 
process of probing to understand underlying problems.  
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Fundamentally, the main difference between single and double-loop 
learning is that single-loop learning is a kind of problem solving approach; 
it addresses a difficulty, but ignores a more fundamental problem. Double-
loop learning is a more thorough diagnosis. Simply stated, single-loop 
learning is maintenance learning or getting better at what we already 
know how to do, while double-loop learning is basically asking if we are 
doing the right thing.  
 
Organisational learning context 
In the context of organisational learning, Argyris points out that 
organisations are quite good at single-loop learning and only few are able 
to learn by double-loop method (Argyris, 1977). He holds firmly to the 
belief that double-loop learning would lead to an alteration in the 
governing variables; thus, a shift in the way in which strategies and 
consequences are framed. Moreover, he argues that double-loop learning 
is necessary if practitioners and organisations are to make informed 
decisions in rapidly changing and often uncertain contexts (Argyris & 
Schoen, 1974; Argyris, 1982; 1994). Argyris asserts that double-loop 
learning occurs when errors are detected and corrected in ways that 
LQYROYH WKH PRGLILFDWLRQ RI WKH RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V XQGHUlying norms, policies 
and objectives (Argyris, 1994).  
 
In recent years, some researchers suggested that in practice there is no 
distinction between single- and double-loop learning and they only use 
those terms to describe what they regard more as routine learning versus 
more radical learning (Easterby-Smith et al., 2000).  
 
In the same way, people in organisations have theories that they use to 
plan and carry out their actions and how they carry out their work. There 
are two kinds, as aforementioned, the one they espouse and the one 
which they actually use. Based on their prolonged research, Argyris & 
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Schoen (1974) SURYH WKDW WKH µWKHRU\-in-XVH¶ LV WKH VDPH all over the 
world. They set up two models (Model I and Model II) that describe 
features of this theory that either inhibit or enhance learning. They affirm 
WKDW ³0RGHO ,´ would not be different in any culture (Argyris & Schoen, 
1974; Argyris, 1977, 1991). They reached the fact that the theory in use 
is like a µmaster programme¶ that does not vary. However, the behaviour 
that people use to implement it may vary. Conversely, they assert that 
³0RGHO ,,´ encourages open communication and participation (Smith, 
2001). 
 
Organisational learning context 
Taking the latter in the same context of Organisational LearQLQJµModel I¶ 
leads to often deeply entrenched defensive routines (Argyris, 1977) and 
these can operate at individual, group and organisational levels. It can 
also be said to inhibit double-loop learning. What is more, it can be viewed 
that the potential for growth and learning is seriously impaired. 
Consequently, to build a learning organisation people should move from 
Model I to Model II orientation and practice for organisations to be able to 
foster double-loop learning. People at all levels of the organisation must 
combine the mastery of some highly specialised technical expertise with 
the ability to work effectively in teams, form productive relationships with 
clients and customers and critically reflect on and then change their own 
organisational practices.  
  
26 
 
THE FIFTH DISCIPLINE 
This section will attempt to give an overview of 6HQJH¶V OHDUQLQJ 
disciplines and will highlight the links with Argyris and Schoen¶s theory of 
action. Furthermore, it will provide what Argyris (1998) admits is been 
missing in his theory and covered by 6HQJH¶Vdisciplines. Hence, this will 
be used as a basis in this dissertation, how Learning Organisations should 
look like.  
 
Senge (1990b) claims that in nowadays increasingly globalised and 
competitive market only flexible, adaptive and productive organisation will 
be able to excel. He adds that organisations need to discover how to tap 
SHRSOH¶V FRPPLWPHQWDQGFDSDFLW\ WR OHDUQDWDOO OHYHls (Senge, 1990b). 
He describes a learning organisation as one that demonstrates five main 
characteristics or disciplines: system thinking, personal mastery, mental 
models, shared vision and team learning. He adds that all disciplines are 
LQ WKLVZD\ µFRQFHUQHG ZLWK D VKLIW RIPLQG IURP VHHLQJ SDUWV WR VHHLQJ
wholes, from seeing people as helpless reactors to seeing them as active 
participants in shaping their reality, from reacting to the present to 
FUHDWLQJWKHIXWXUH¶6HQJH, 1990b: 69). 
 
,Qµ7KH)LIWK'LVFLSOLQH¶6HQJHpoints out that despite the fact that people 
have the capacity to learn; nonetheless, the organisational environment 
and setup together with other aspects often do not enble the reflection, 
which is part of the learning process discussed before. Thus, this might 
inhibit the learning. As a matter of fact, organisations that are continually 
expanding their capacity to create their future require a fundamental 
change in the mental model among their members.  
 
For Senge, real learning gets to the heart of what it is to be human. 
Hence, survival learning or what is more often termed µadaptive learning¶ 
is important. He appends that for a learning organisation, adaptive 
learning must be joined by µgenerative learning¶(Senge, 1990b). Fiol and 
Lyles (1985) express it more comprehensively, stating that learning 
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involves change in cognition, while adaptation involves changes in 
behaviour.  
 
Increasing adaptability is the first stage in moving towards learning 
organisations. This is why leading organisations are focusing on 
generative learning, which is about creating as well as adaptive learning 
(Senge, 1990a). This is similar to the notion of single and double loop 
learning discussed earlier, where the adaptive learning is similar to the 
linear learning or what Argyris and Schoen call single-loop learning. In 
contrast, generative learning is equivalent to the double-loop learning in 
which goals, norms and assumptions as well as behaviour are open to 
change. 
 
$JUHDWYLUWXHRI6HQJH¶VZRUNLVWKHZD\LQZKLFKKHSXWVV\VWHPVWKHRU\
in action. Figure 1 shows the core capabilities of learning organisations 
(Maani & Benton, 1999). These capabilities are dynamically interrelated 
and collectively they lead to organisational learning. The figure shows 
6HQJH¶V ILYH GLVFLSOLQHV OLQNHG WRJHWKHU WKURXJK WKUHH ER[HV DQG WKH
organisation learning is at the heart of it all7KH µFUHDWLYHRULHQWDWLRQ¶ LV
the source of genuine desire to excel and emanates from an intrinsic 
motivation and purposeful drive to achieve in order to serve common 
goals. Generative conversation refers to a deep and conscious dialogue 
and exchange to create unity of thought and action. The purpose of it is to 
encourage one to µseek first to understand and then to be XQGHUVWRRG¶ 
(Covey, 1990). On the other hand, system perspective is the ability to see 
things holistically by understanding the interconnectedness of the parts 
(Maani & Benton, 1999).  
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Figure 1 - The core capabilities of a learning organisation 
Source (Maani & Benton, 1999) 
 
µ3HUVRQDO 0DVWHU\¶ emanates of a creative orientation and systemic 
perspective. It is µthe discipline of continually clarifying and deepening the 
personal vision, of focusing ones energy, of developing patience, and of 
VHHLQJUHDOLW\REMHFWLYHO\¶(Senge, 1990b:7). By this, Senge suggests that 
WKDW µSHUVRQDOPDVWHU\¶ LQYROYHV OHDUQLQJ WRNHHS both, a personal vision 
and a clear picture of current reality before us. This requires commitment 
to the truth, which means continually challenging our theories of why 
things are the way they are. On the other hand, if people do not keep 
developing, and PDNLQJSURJUHVVWKHLUFRPSHWLWRUVZLOOGRµDoing this will 
create a force within ourselves called µFUHDWLYH WHQVLRQ¶ 7KLV µFUHDWLYH
WHQVLRQ¶FRPHVIURPVHHLQJFOHDUO\ZKHUHZHZDQWWREHRXUµYLVLRQ¶DQG
WHOOLQJ WKH WUXWK DERXW ZKHUH ZH DUH RXU µFXUUHQW UHDOLW\¶¶ (Senge, 
1990a:9)  
 
In organisations, imposed vision statements result in a sense of apathy 
and complacency and sometimes resentment. There needs to be a 
genuine endeavour to discern what people will commit to. To obtain 
commitment from team members, they must feel a strong interest, even 
29 
 
passion, for the outcome. µ6KDUHG 9LVLRQ¶, seen in Figure 1, is the 
outcome of a creative orientation and generative conversation. Hence, 
such vision must emerge from many people reflecting on the 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V purpose through generative conversations (i.e., dialogue) 
(Senge, 1994; Schein, 1992). This dialogue is vital as it accounts for 
double-loop learning. Yet, this is hard to take place in a hierarchical 
organisation, for that reason such structures have to be broken down to 
create flatter ones that enables and facilitates the information flow (Senge 
et al., 1994).  
 
µ0HQWDO 0RGHOV¶ are deeply ingrained assumptions, generalisations, 
beliefs and IHHOLQJV WKDW VKDSH RQH¶V ZRUOG YLHZV DQG DFWLRQV (Senge, 
1990a). We develop them so that we can process information faster, to be 
able to deal with complex systems. They are formed through family, 
education, past experiences, as well as religious beliefs and are based for 
the most on cultural and social norms.  
 
The discipline of mental models starts with turning the mirror inward and 
look at the world from a different perspective and unearth the deeply held 
assumptions of the world and question their governing variables 
themselves and subject them to critical scrutiny, what Argyris and Schoen 
GHVFULEHDVµdouble-ORRSOHDUQLQJ¶. 
 
A major challenge for organisation to exploit this discipline is the tacit 
nature of mental models, existing below level of awareness, which are 
often untested and unexamined (Smith, 2001).  
 
µ7HDP/HDUQLQJ¶ is the outgrowth of generative conversation (dialogue), 
shared vision and transparent mental models. It is the manifestation of 
the transcending of personal goals for the good of the whole (Maani & 
Benton, 1999). Team learning is not µWHDP EXLOGLQJ¶ DQG VKRXOGQ¶W EH
taken on lightly (Senge, 1994). Team learning is the process of aligning 
and developing the capacities of a team to create the results its members 
truly desire. In team learning people need to be able to act together. As 
DIRUHPHQWLRQHG µOHDUQLQJ-in-RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶ LV D VRFLDO SURFHVV DQG only 
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takes place in a context of participation. If this process took place 
effectively, Senge suggests, it will not only benefit the organisation, but 
organisation members will grow more rapidly than could have occurred 
otherwise. 
 
The discipline of team OHDUQLQJVWDUWVZLWK µGLDORJXH¶ZKHUHthe members 
of a team suspend assumptioQV DQG HQWHU LQWR D JHQXLQH µWKLQNLQJ
WRJHWKHU¶ Dialogue centres on the ability of a group to see through 
meanings and words. This team learning process, as Senge states, needs 
encouragement from the leader and from one another.  
 
Finally, µ6\VWHPV 7KLQNLQJ¶ (the fifth discipline) is the art of seeing 
wholes and the science of explaining complexity. This means that instead 
of isolating smaller parts of the system being studied, systems thinking 
works by expanding its view to take into account a holistic approach 
considering all interactions and elements. Hence, any change in one part 
of the system, changes the nature of the overall system. A learning 
organisation must be able to see how the system interacts at the same 
time for it to be classed as such. Hence, system maps should be created 
to see how apparent disparate elements are interconnected and creating 
feedback to see where influence occurs. By using this mapping technique, 
complex relations are often easier to understand and more holistic 
decision making can take place.  
 
In fact the notion of systems thinking was brought to mind earlier in the 
1980s by McKinsey partners Tom Peters and Robert Waterman in their 
best-VHOOLQJERRNµIn Search of Excellence¶7KH\introduced the firm's 7-S 
model1i DVµthe seven factors¶ critical for effective strategy execution. This 
model describes how one can holistically and effectively organise a 
company.  
 
                                       
1 7s Model developed by Waterman and Peters. See endnote for more details. 
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$FFRUGLQJWR6HQJH¶VV\VWHPWKLQNLQJJURZVZLWKWKHGLVFLSOLQHRIVHHLQJ
WKH ³ELJ SLFWXUH´ DQG PRYLQJ EHyond simplistic short-term assumptions 
about cause and effects (Senge et. al, 1993).  
 
One of the most significant developments in management science is the 
adopting of the systems thinking in businesses. To be able to apply it, 
organisations should be able to see the interrelationship between parts in 
its dynamic form, since seeing the world in static image will not represent 
the reality. In the same sense, people have to see that they are part of a 
problem. Blaming the others saying, µthey need WRFKDQJH¶ZLOONHHSWKHP
unable to see the interrelationships of the whole picture. Another key 
issue in systems thinking is that there is no outside to blame for 
problems; both, people and their problems are part of a single system.  
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Chapter 3: Hypotheses & Methodology  
Hypothesis 1:  
The process and ability to build a learning organisation is a competitive 
advantage.  
Hypothesis 2:  
The older the company, the harder it is to learn new ways of doing 
business and change old paradigms.  
 
This project is based on qualitative research. An important value of 
qualitative research is the description and understanding of the actual 
human interactions, meanings, and culture that constitute real-life 
organisational settings (Gephart, 2004). The understanding of how 
organisation members are thinking and acting is important in itself. 
Moreover, qualitative research provides insights that are difficult to 
produce with quantitative research. For instance, holding a meeting or 
having a conversation with organisation members will include body 
language and other communication interactions that will reflect behaviours 
that are not possible or easy to be gathered or sensed from surveys. It 
also provides memorable examples of important management issues and 
concepts that augment the results. Qualitative research can thus provide 
bases for understanding social processes that underlie management 
(Gephart, 2004).  
 
Especially in a project like this, that engages learning and tacit knowledge, 
no measurements could be performed to provide unarguable results as 
there are no standard metrics for knowledge measurements. Moreover, it 
is an attempt to re-humanise research by highlighting the human 
interactions and meanings that underlie phenomena and relationships. 
 
A case study, as qualitative research method, is adopted in this project to 
investigate the efforts done by GE Healthcare business unit. This company 
is chosen for its widely known reputation as a highly recognised learning 
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organisation and for its high performance. The study is based on first 
hand information gathered through direct interviews with members from 
GE. The data collection was conducted in July and August 2010 through 
three interviews with executives in charge of learning in the organisation. 
One interview was conducted with the Senior Human Resources manager 
for Life Sciences ±GE Healthcare, who is in charge of all development and 
change management programmes inside the organisation (hereinafter 
referred as interviewee 1). Two further interviews were held with the 
Director of Learning and Development (L&D) ± Emerging Markets ± GE 
(hereinafter referred as interviewee 2). The interviews were aimed to 
cover in-depth and dense analysis to enable WKH WHVWLQJ RI WKH SURMHFW¶V
hypotheses.  
 
The interviews data was coded according to emergent themes (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). Those were divided into seven thematic groups each one 
tackles a specific learning aspects in the organisation. The first group is 
WKH µ6KDUHG vLVLRQ¶ 7KLV UHIHUV WR WKH H[WHQW WR ZKLFK WKH PLVVLRQ DQG
³UDLVRQ G¶rWUH´ RI WKH RUJDQLVDWLRQ LV XQGHUVWRRG shared and cascaded 
DFURVV WKH RUJDQLVDWLRQ µ/HDGHUVKLS and Mental Models¶, as the second 
group, is defined as the readiness of managers to change the underlying 
mental models in order to lead the change. It also examines their 
tolerance to accept criticism without being defensive. Furthermore, it will 
test whether managers are ready to delegate and empower employees 
DQGLQYROYHWKHPLQWKHGHFLVLRQPDNLQJSURFHVVRUQRWµPersonal Mastery¶
includes questions regarding the ability of managers to challenge their 
assumptions of why things are the ways they are and to encourage new 
LGHDVDQG WRH[SHULPHQW WKHP µ7UDQVIHURINQRZOHGJH¶ LVGHILQHGDV WKH
sharing of knowledge and learning of successful practices from other 
organisations. It also comprises the constructive dialogue within the 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ LQFOXGLQJ IDLOXUHV )LQDOO\ µ7HDP-/HDUQLQJ¶ UHIHUV WR
organisational practices that encourage group problem solving and 
dialogue that helps in the socialisation.  
 
It is important to mention that the project tried to relate data collection to 
learning needs of the subject. This requirement meant that data were 
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collected from individuals who are preoccupied with learning in their 
organisation.  
 
µ$OWKRXJK WKH FDVH VWXG\ LV LGHDO IRU JHQHUDOL]LQJ XVLQJ WKH W\SH RI West 
that«>LV@«FDOOHGµIDOVLILFDWLRQ¶ (Flyvbjerg, 2006), however, the aim of the 
case study in this project is to present best practices from a well know 
learning organisation. The generalisation used in this project, however, is 
VLPLODU WR 7ROVWR\¶V SURSRVLWLRQ SUHYLRXVO\ PHQWLRQHG WKDW µDOO KDSS\
IDPLOLHV DUH DOLNH EXW HDFK XQKDSS\ IDPLO\ LV XQKDSS\ LQ LWV RZQZD\¶
The generalisation would be that all organisations are learning 
organisations, but each one has its own way in learning that attributes to 
it being a core competency.  
 
In addition, the case study might include substantial element of narrative 
and data that might not be relevant to the theory. The amount of this 
non-UHOHYDQW LQIRUPDWLRQ YDULHV ZLWK WKH LQGLYLGXDO¶V motivation to 
contribute, with the type of topic and with conditions under which the data 
were collected.  
 
The case study will tell the story in its diversity, allowing the story to 
unfold from the many-sided, complex, and sometimes conflicting stories 
that the actors in the case have told. In this project, linking the case with 
the theories of any one academic specialisation will be minimised. Instead, 
the study will be related to broader perspective that cuts across 
specialisations. This will leave scope for readers of different backgrounds 
to make different interpretations and draw diverse conclusions regarding 
the question of what the case is. The aim is not to make the case study be 
all things to all people, rather than to be different things to different 
people. The case will be described with many facets that different readers 
may be attracted or repelled, by different things in the case. This might 
acquiesce what Flyvbjerg (2006) emphasises regarding good case 
narratives. He holds up to this approacKDVKHVHHVWKDW µH[SHUWVGRQRW
use rules, but operate on the basis of detailed case experience. This is real 
H[SHUWLVH¶KHDGGVThe next chapter will presents a descriptive account 
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of how GE went about utilising its capabilities and mobilising different 
aspects to establish a learning organisation. 
 
Limitations  
Despite the contributions of this study, some factors limit the extent to 
which the findings can be generalised. The major limitation is the small 
number of interviews conducted to develop this study. This is due to the 
limited time allowed for the project, as the company proposed other 
interviews, but those would have been scheduled after the deadline of the 
submission of this project. The small number may not represent all the 
views of the orgDQLVDWLRQ¶VPHPEHUV$FFRUGLQJO\WKLVDVSHFWPLJKWOLPLW
any generalisation about the findings obtained by the study. Moreover, 
access to company records was also limited and sometimes restricted 
which yielded in insufficient data availability. Hence, the study was limited 
mostly to the data obtained from the interviews. The limited time for the 
project was also a factor that undermined the study from tackling various 
aspects.  
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Chapter 4: Case Study Results  
This chapter presents the results of the interview conducted with GE 
Healthcare executives on how the company became a learning 
organisation. The results are presented according to the five thematic 
groups explained in the previous chapter. The results of the different 
interviews will not be presented separately as a question and answer, but 
the two interviews will be combined, as the interviews covered almost the 
same questions, so there might be redundant if they are seperated. 
However, in case of having different answers for a same question, both 
answers are presented.  
 
COMPANY BACKGROUND 
General Electric (GE) is a multinational company that was founded by 
Thomas Edison in 1890. The company has grown up and has been one of 
the leading innovators in American technology. Nowadays, GE serves 
customers in over 100 countries and employs more than 360,000 people 
worldwide. GE started its operations in the UK since the 1930s, and its 
businesses have seen accelerated growth especially in recent years. It 
achieved a turnover of £5 billion in 2008 (GE, 2010). The company has 
four strong business units in the energy- and technology-infrastructure, 
financial services and in media industries *( +HDOWKFDUH LV RQH RI *(¶V
successful units and is the scope of this project. 
 
2YHUWKHGHFDGHV*(OHDGHUVKDYHEXLOWWKHFRPSDQ\¶VFXOWXUHLQWRZKDW
it is today, a place for creating and bringing big ideas to life (GE, 2010). It 
is hard to say when the company exactly started its endeavours to be a 
learning organisation; however, it is an ongoing process that the company 
pursues to achieve its goal. Building the company culture was the first 
step to prepare the medium in which learning will take place.  
 
Through the interviews ZLWK*(¶V H[HFXWLYHV WKHPHVVDJHZDV UHFHLYHG
WKDWOHDUQLQJLVRQHRIWKHFRPSDQ\¶VHVWDEOLVKHGSULQFLSOHVZLWKRXWLWWKH
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company would not be able to succeed and compete especially in the 
globalised markets. Globalisation for GE means further learning about 
GLIIHUHQW PDUNHWV FXVWRPHUV¶ QHHGV DQG LQHYLWDEO\ FXOWXUHV. As a 
multinational conglomerate, GE gives organisational culture considerable 
attention as it employs people from all known cultures across the globe 
and has to create synchronisation among all organisation members.  
 
Shared vision 
GE CEOs are famed with their charismatic style leadership and strong 
character. Nevertheless, they recognise that an imposed vision statement 
will result in a sense of apathy and sometimes breeds resentment in staff. 
As a result, the leaders develop and foster strategic mechanisms to 
involve all organisation members to in developing its future.  
 
As learning is paramount for GE, the company invests worldwide about $1 
billion every year on training and education programmes for employees to 
give them unparalleled opportunities to develop their careers and skills 
(Interviewee 1). Every year thousands of managers from around the world 
take part in training courses at Crotonville, the famed GE management 
development centre, which was created over 50 years ago. For GE 
employees, a journey to Crotonville is considered something of a 
pilgrimage and a transformative learning experience (Interviewee 2). The 
centre runs programmes that vary from programme that includes annual 
strategy meetings and reviews, meetings for developing operating plans, 
as well as sessions for sharing learning and a special programme for 
leadership, Innovation and Growth (Prokesch, 2009). For learning 
purposes, those meetings are taped for managers to use to disseminate 
and transfer key issues and core concerns throughout the organisation. By 
WKLVWKHFRPSDQ\¶Vvision is shared across the organisation (Interviewee 
2).  
 
Learning takes place in all the sessions, tacitly and explicitly by sharing 
findings and concerns, collaborating and questioning the status quo and 
the existing assumptions. The director of learning and development (L&D) 
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for the emerging markets in GE remembers the second week of his career 
in GE when he spoke to his superior about some issues he saw could have 
been done better in a different way. He was concerned that his superior 
would neglect his view, as he is just a new comer. Interestingly, his boss 
asked him to raise his concerns in next forum to be held shortly after. The 
PDQDJHU¶VEHOLHYHLVWKDWQHZFRPHUVDUHPXFKPRUHWREULQJLGHDVWKDQ
old employees, who became more reluctant and relaxed to bring about 
new ideas. For the manager, this is a good opportunity to raise real issues 
and concerns by using real business cases in the forums, what they call 
µworks in progress¶ for the sessions to be about reality. The latter example 
reflects the extent to which corporate level organisational learning policies 
and practices are translated into business unit routines.  
 
GE is keen about inviting a blend of prominent figures, management gurus 
as well as academics to these programmes. Professors came from 
renowned universities such as Harvard, Pennsylvania, Colombia and even 
from universities in Europe such as Insead, to share their experiences with 
the employees. Participants were encouraged to speak openly in a positive 
and constructive way to enrich the discourse and stimulate their thinking 
with the new experiences. Beyond providing new concepts, these sessions 
are good means to make the people look at their work and even 
themselves in a different way. By doing this, the management is giving 
itself, and its employees a chance to analyse their past to help shape the 
future. Those programmes are not meant to be an academic exercise, but 
a way for instituting knowledge.  
 
During the interviews, it has been sensed that the company has foresight 
to learn from its mistakes much more than it learns from its 
accomplishments. Therefore, lessons learned are mainly captured and 
disseminated to other members of the organisation through formal and 
informal ways. A formal way is to store them on databases that are 
accessible to all employees of the business unit. However, the most 
common way is the informal way that is through the network of 
individuals that are strategically distributed around the globe. GE does not 
rely only on technology enablers such as IT systems, applications and the 
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hype of tools used by other organisations, it believes that dialogue and 
networking is as important as using databases that captures the 
knowledge and best practices, and is its most efficient way to exchange 
µWDFLW NQRZOHGJH¶ DPRQJ LWV PHPEHUV GE realises that while the 
employees are flooded with a stream of information, it is often hard for 
them to transform this information into useful knowledge. Hence, GE 
strives to facilitate creating the knowledge inside the organisation through 
socialisation and articulation processes to transfer tacit knowledge to 
others tacitly or explicitly where possible. Once the employees were able 
to transform the tacit knowledge into explicit one such as in the form of 
procedures, lessons learned or in a written format, it is possible to store it 
in the company¶V database and translate it into routines.  
 
Basically, each business unit has its own database that is used for that 
purpose. Those databases are not shared amongst other business units. 
The rationale behind that is attributed to the different types of businesses. 
That is, lessons learned from aviation will not be applicable or of use in 
financial services. Nevertheless, an informal collaboration through 
networking among the business units takes place instead. This can be 
more witnessed in the sales departments, when for instance, sales 
persons from healthcare unit are approached with a request related to 
electrical distribution. There is no formal process to handle this routing 
issue, even when it is related to the same business unit, it still depends on 
networking within the company. Each one in the company is encouraged 
to collaborate with other colleagues even, if not in the same department. 
The management sees that the customer is dealing with only one entity 
and any customer request should be dealt with internally.  
 
This systems thinking notion was instilled into the organisation and its 
employees¶ DWWLWXGH DQG EHKDYLRXU without coercion or having a formal 
process. Every one in the organisation knows that they are all on the 
same ship and it is of their own benefit to collaborate. 
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Leadership & Mental Models 
GE recognises that global competition is intensifying and the company's 
future success would hinge on agility together with a greater capacity for 
change. Coping with these changes needs continuous adaptation that is 
always encouraged by the leaders in the organisation. Everyone is always 
looking up to their manager as the one with all the answers. Managers in 
GE are not there to offer ready made solution for their subordinates, but 
the real duty for them is to be present and available to mentor and coach 
the employees (Interviewee 2).  
 
Everyone is defensive when it comes questioning his underlying 
assumptions and mental tryouts. It is not so much that people mind 
changing as it is that they mind being changed. Stemming from the 
understanding of that, GE supports open forums to voice opinions and 
concerns, alongside with encouraging collaborative criticism. Yet *(¶V 
change management mechanisms are uncompromising. A recent example 
is ZKHQWKH\JDYHXS µ/RWXV6DPHWLPH2¶ IRUWebEx, a similar application 
used for communications and conferencing. After the decision was taken 
under consensus, the management decided to shut down the old system 
and work only with the new application. This ensures the elimination of 
DQ\LQGROHQFHIURPHPSOR\HHV¶VLGHIt also guarantees the abolishment of 
old paradigms and obsolete mental models. The L&D director supports this 
DFWLRQ VD\LQJ WKDW ³SHRSOH RIWHQ UHYHUW WR FRSLQJ VWUDWHJLHV DQG ROG
communication routines when they feel they are challenged, they say, it is 
easier to do it the way we used to dRLW´ 
 
The role of leaders in GE is not limited only to lead change; it frequently 
involves engaging the employees in important decisions. This is not 
restricted to asking them for feedback from a business perspective, but to 
involve them in making good decisions, let them share their concerns 
regarding the business, and even let them change their processes, if they 
see it is inefficient or ineffective enough for the business. Delegation in GE 
                                       
2 Lotus Sametime is a unified communications and collaboration tool developed by 
IBM. It supports Instant Messenger (IM), email, telephony and web conferences. 
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is GRQH DV SDUW RI GHYHORSLQJ WKH HPSOR\HHV¶ VNLOOV DSWLWXGHV DQG
commitment as well as broadening their experience to become prime 
candidate for promotion. The L&D director regards delegation as a type of 
shared leadership that includes entrusting subordinates and passing them 
the responsibility of the delegated task down the line together with 
granting them the authority necessary to perform the delegated task. In 
this manner, the organisation ensures that employees take personal 
initiatives beyond the scope of their normal work, but within a set of 
established company values. Still, there is a conviction to exclude some 
decision from employees. Those are the decision related to the headcount, 
compensation, and similar HR issues.  
 
/HDGHUV LQ*(DOZD\V µZDON WKH WDON¶ DV WKH\EHOLHYH WKDWZKDW WKH\ VD\
should always be demonstrated in their behaviour, not in what is inferred 
from visible observations of structures, routines in place or slogans. 
Intrinsically, there is no better time than hard times like a recession to 
push people outside their comfort zone and shows authenticity of their 
leadership (Mintzberg, 2009). During the last recession, leaders kept their 
promises and stood for it, not cutting back on human development. On 
the contrary, they continued spending around $1 billion in developing 
their employees who they assert are their most important asset. Leaders 
in GE understand that if they are not able to instil the aimed values into 
the members of the organisation and let it be manifested in their actions, 
then this contributes to the dichotomy between rhetoric and action and no 
learning will take place.  
 
Experimentation 
Experimentation in GE is encouraged on all levels of the organisation. 
Organisation members are encouraged to question the way things are 
done, especially if they are new comers as they have a different 
perspective than the people who have been inside the system for a long 
time. A good example is the aforementioned one about the L&D director in 
his second week of the job and was questioning the way the job is done. 
It is obvious from this example that the management is open to new ideas 
42 
 
as well as critic. This was also not disregarded or underestimated, but was 
a good potential of improvement that the manager utilised, first, to enrich 
WKHWUDLQLQJZLWKDUHDOFDVHRI³ZRUNs in SURJUHVV´H[DPSOHLQWKHFRPLQJ
forum, hence, get the best out of it for the business. Second, to 
encourage the new comer ± the L&D director ± to speak openly whenever 
he sees there is a problem or a concern that needs the attention. Finally, 
to allow instil the notion of ultimate intrinsic desire to achieving good 
results, not just following the routines. 
 
In the same sense, having procedures and policies that govern the 
business processes, does not restrict the employees to have space for 
improving their work. As the L&D director points out ³improvement is the 
duty oI DOO WKH RUJDQLVDWLRQ PHPEHUV >«@ if you can make it better, go 
ahead,VXSSRUWDQ\WKLQJWKDWZLOOPDNHWKHFXVWRPHUH[SHULHQFHEHWWHU´
For the company, each process owner is responsible and accountable for 
their process and its improvement. The quality assurance (QA) and 
regulatory affairs (RA) departments are there to ensure that all the 
processes are working together in synchronisation and to implement what 
is requested by their customers, which are the departments inside the 
company. Making minor changes in task is permitted, as the groups are 
fairly autonomous and encouraged to experiment. Errors and failures are 
tolerated for the sake of learning and for the people not to be disinclined 
to contribute, and indeed innovators are rewarded for their ideas.  
 
GE is well-known for its Six Sigma approach that became part of its 
culture and even became a way of doing business. The Six Sigma 
philosophy encourages attempts of improvements and hence contributes 
to the experimentation attribute. The organisation has utilised this 
philosophy not only in the quality-related issues, but also in the 
behavioural field. It was pointed out that every employee should go 
through a Six Sigma training course to be certified (Interviewee 1). This is 
to ensure instilling the high quality notion not only in the product and 
service related businesses, but also in the attitude and behaviour of all 
employees.  
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Experimentation for GE is aimed at further than trial and error approach 
or improving existing status per se. It aims to let the organisation see its 
current reality and question its suitability and capability of rendering the 
aimed future.  
 
Transfer of knowledge 
It has been proven that knowledge transfer is hard to take place in a 
hierarchical organisation. GE, though being a multinational conglomerate 
and having a significant number of employees, developed mechanisms 
that encourage knowledge transfer and exchange across the organisation. 
Those mechanisms facilitate the information flow across the organisation 
through its huge network of people. An interesting example is arranging 
for this project. I contacted a friend in GE to arrange for interviews with 
the people responsible for organisational learning in the company. Hence, 
I was connected with the senior HR manager who later on linked me with 
the learning and development director in emerging markets. Accordingly, I 
was put in contact with him. He in turn also tried to arrange for some 
other interviews. Thus, it can be recognised how the employees are 
utilising their strong network to the utmost.  
 
For a global company, it is easier to keep the institutional knowledge 
within the company without being lost due to layoffs or people leaving the 
company. ³6WLOO WKHUH¶V DOZD\V VRPHERG\ZKRZLOO KDYH WKH NQRZOHGJH´
the L&D director says. His main concern is the loss of the institutional 
knowledge in the emerging markets. ³(PSOR\HHV KDYHQ¶W EHHQ HQRXJK
WKHUH7KH\KDYHQ¶WOLYHGLW\HW´7KHVROXWLRQIURPKLVSHUVSHFWLYHLVWR
build up a mass of employees and keep them from turn over. Sustaining 
the knowledge is planned to be through social process within the 
company¶V forums and communities ± as done through networking - to 
get hold of rather than being only the sum of individuals.  
 
The company has formal and informal processes and tools to capture this 
knowledge. GE Healthcare uses its intranet to post best practices or 
information related to new project awarded. They also have special page 
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for all the guidelines, processes, forms and handbooks needed for fulfilling 
the jobs. Moreover, they use shared servers for storing project related 
files and lessons learned for sharing best practices. Besides, they use 
after-action-review (AAR) method that is developed and used by the U.S. 
Army Opposing Force (a.k.a OPFOR). In GE the AAR is not just another 
way to capture lessons learned or to produce static knowledge assets to 
file in reports or repository. GE use it to produces material that is fed back 
into the execution cycle. In addition, it is not only done at the end of any 
project, but they use it as an extended planning and review tool and all 
participants are encouraged to take part in it.  
 
Beside the latter, the company has its routine regular staff meeting on 
GLIIHUHQW OHYHOV 2Q IUHTXHQW EDVLV µ/HDGHUVKLS FDOOV¶ are held to share 
major successes of different projects or initiatives. PowerPoint 
presentations are prepared afterwards to capture those meetings and are 
made available for everyone. Sessions for each function and level are also 
scheduled e.g. sessions for senior level, others for all employee level and 
meetings are used as well for sharing knowledge and report any progress 
or delay in projects.  
 
An interesting example given by the L&D executive when he recently 
attended a company convention in London early this year 2010, and after 
they finished they were stranded due to the volcanic ash that caused 
travel disruption. During the days they were stranded in the hotel, they 
held a meeting discussing how they could have been better customers ± 
although they are a customer who paid more than two hundred thousand 
US dollars for accommodation and using the hotel facilities. They also 
engaged representatives from the hotel in their sessions. This indicates 
that knowledge is sought anytime, from anyone under any circumstances. 
It also signifies that the company is ready to question itself to improve 
any aspect that would be improved. Alongside, it attributes to the 
boundaryless company notion by engaging their suppliers in their 
meetings and seeking their feedback and knowledge. By doing this, the 
company will have more flexibility and be able to respond to different 
markets needs easily.  
45 
 
 
Nonetheless, best practices are not shared holistically as aforementioned 
due to the differences of learning goals. As regards to learning from 
competitors, GE does not have any mechanism that enables it to learn 
from them. They consider themselYHV µWKH EHVW¶ existing learning 
organisation, thus it does not need to learn from best practices of others, 
quite the opposite, others should learn from them.  
 
One of the initiatives that were adopted by GE through one of the 
employees is the failure parties. GE started to celebrate failures. This aims 
to a dual purpose. The first one is learn from failures and how to prevent 
it from happening in future. The other purpose is to build a psychological 
safe environment where employees are safe to talk about their failures 
and their intelligent experiments that failed are honoured.  
 
Team Learning  
In GE team learning is supported and encouraged on all levels. Again, Six 
Sigma teams are there in all business units. Those groups include 
employees from a variety of functional areas. It is also possible, to from 
problem solving teams from within each department, that do the same job 
of the dedicated Six Sigma teams for less complicated problems, as all of 
the employees are Six Sigma certified. L&D acts also as a repository or a 
competence centre to provide resources whenever needed. Sometimes 
knowledge seekers from other departments and project teams are 
recruited, because seekers are self-interested, they ask tough, exploratory 
questions of knowledge originators extracting important nuance.  
 
Moreover, teams are enticed to discuss all ideas before any decision takes 
place to ensure consensus among the teams. More often unconventional 
solutions were sought, provided they were correct. Managers recognised 
that employees who regularly contribute in meetings and forums are those 
who became more attuned and ready for changing their attitudes and 
³PHQWDO PRGHOV´ WKDQ RWKHUV HVSHFLDOO\ LQ WKH VDOHV DQG VHUYLFH
departments where there is much interaction with customers.  
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The L&D managers, talking about the organisation of the training courses 
reveals that they are more circumspect to asking the participant questions 
that probe their assumptions and hence, give the participants more 
confidence to experiment with their thoughts. Constructive feedback is 
also encouraged in those dialogue sessions. He adds that when people are 
more attached and personal to their ideas, they are more fervent to 
defend their views and ideas. Since dialogue is essential in team learning, 
GE pays much heed to it. As aforementioned, dialogue takes place in all 
meetings, forums and reviews. GE takes every opportunity to create this 
rapport among its organisation members to explore complex issues and 
see through meanings. All this attributes to the feeling of security by 
employees and increased also the possibility for them to challenge each 
RWKHU¶VLGHDZLWKRXWEHLQJDQWDJRQLVWLFor intimidating others.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion  
A simple and basic question has occupied the attention of researchers and 
practitioners for as long as the strategy has been discussed ± how could 
organisations achieve competitive advantage i.e. sustained superior 
profits compared to rivals? Different approaches to answer this question 
have been based on two different perspectives. One looked at external 
aspects and the company environment such as 3RUWHU¶VILYHIRUFHVPRGHO
The other approach focused on the internal capabilities of the firm, which 
was popularised by Prahalad and Hamel (1990) and elaborated by Barney 
(1991) who focused his research on the role of the internal capabilities to 
gain competitive advantage what is known as the µ5HVRXUFH-%DVHGYLHZ¶. 
Internal and external views of strategy are often juxtaposed with 
emphasis being put on one or the other as a determinant of success. But 
GXULQJWKHODVWWZRGHFDGHVWKHDWWHQWLRQZDVGLUHFWHGWROHDUQLQJDVµWKH¶ 
only sustainable competitive advantage.  
 
This chapter will present a short analysis on the literature review and 
draw the main key issues and relate it to the hypotheses and study 
carried out on GE. Next, the discussion will continue assessing the study 
based on the two frameworks of the project, namely Argyris DQG6FKRHQ¶V
µOHDUQLQJORRSV¶DQG6HQJH¶VILYHGLVFLSOLQHV 
 
The project has reviewed the literature on the topic of organisational 
learning and how companies could build learning organisation to gain 
competitive advantage and a number of issues were raised in the review. 
In general two view points have been denoted that approach the topic of 
organisational learning. One tackles the topic from a methodological 
perspective and explaining the learning process based on Argyris and 
6FKRHQ¶VQRWLRQRIVLQJOH- and double-loop learning. The other proposes a 
set of management practices and approaches to build learning 
organisations ± such as Senge¶V five disciplines. Those two streams were 
used as a framework for this dissertation. 
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Hypothesis 1  
µ+\SRWKHVLV ¶ RI this project assumes that the process and ability of 
building a learning organisation is a competitive advantage per se. In the 
literature review it was pointed out that all organisations engage in a way 
or another in a learning process, but each one has its own way in learning 
that attributes to it being a core competency (Child et al., 1981; Goh, 
2001). Despite that, we cannot say that all orgainsations are LO, same 
cannot be said for pupils who go to schools. When pupils go to schools, 
this should not necessarily indicate that all pupils learn. It only indicate 
that they go through the teaching process and have the means available 
to learn. But the learing goes beyond sitting in classes to be taught some 
subjects or sitting at work doing routine work. Learning is not just coping 
or adapting, but a process of assimilation (Piaget, 1983) or what Senge 
(1994) describes as the generative learning.  
 
Hence, we can deduce that all learning is not the same. What separates 
the effective learning from the ineffective one is the ability to utilise, 
manage and increase the learning for the benefit of the organisation. This 
differentiation is its core competency that provides the competitive 
advantage, as this project claims. Though, Porter (1985) offered a 
comprehensive recipe for crafting a competitive strategy based on 
differentiation; nevertheless, it is limited only to products and offerings. 
While this had the floor for some time, nowadays, learning processes 
inside organisation would take its place beside products and offerings as 
an additional aspect, or even as the key aspect in crafting a differentiation 
strategy.  
 
Another challenge for organisations is to handle incredibly large and 
rapidly increasing amount of information available these days (Nonaka, 
1991; Mayo, et al., 1994). The real competitive advantage of 
organisations is their ability to use the information available to them, and 
the capabilities of all their people to provide better products and services 
for their customers. This could be achieved through a formal and an 
informal way, as it has been presented in the case study. We have seen 
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how GE has a formal process for learning represented through the formal 
training session and forums. However, the most effective learning takes 
place in an informal way through dialogue that is encouraged in all 
meetings and events. Schein (1993) supports this idea saying that 
dialogue is in the heart of any organisational transformation endeavour. 
So, organisations wanting to build a learning organisation have to use the 
dialogue technique to share visions and communicate messages. 
Furthermore, networking and socialisation plays an important role in the 
know-how transfer across the organisation. Combining the formal and the 
informal way to will result in outstanding results. While this could be valid 
for an organisation, such as GE, it should not be generalised on all 
organisation. But Drucker (1988) anticipated the future of organisations to 
be comparable to the orchestra in its conduct; he also pointed out that it 
will require greater self-discipline and greater emphasis on individual 
responsibility for relationships and communication. This, however, is not 
easy to be obtained in all organisations. Hence, the learning process could 
be considered as a core competency that is hard to be imitated even if 
copied by other competitors.  
 
One can copy a Mac-Apple application and try to run it on a Windows 
operating system. However, the message sometimes says that the two 
systems are incompatible, as the master programme does not support it. 
Similarly in organisations, sometimes the master programme, which is the 
learning process or the culture, does not support the adaption of 
processes that did not emerge or are customised according to the µ26
FRQILJXUDWLRQ¶. Hence, this copied CD or processes will not fit into another 
medium rather than the one it was created or developed for.  
 
On the other hand, learning could also be a competitive advantage if the 
knowledge that is generated during this process is unique and utilised 
effectively. A common example is when Shell was the first to use scenario 
planning and scenario management during the 1970s (De Geus, 1996). 
They were able to use their knowledge to create the future. They studied 
how children learn by assimilation and accommodation and how they 
could ±Shell ± use this to obtain entry from one stage into a different 
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changing reality. They also learned how does the human brain deal with 
future by charting courses through the future and prepares an action of 
each possibility and stores these to be prepared for the future. Using this 
knowledge, they developed a memory of the future and constructed a 
library of actions accordingly. Scenario management in Shell was gained 
by continuous learning and experimenting. This collective learning process 
was able to provide them with a competitive advantage that led to be the 
only company prepared for the 70s crises and hence, have en edge over 
its rivals.  
 
For GE the case was also similar. By being able to envisage the future and 
create memories of the future, GE was able to visualise the future and 
launched a program intended to develop ³WRPRUURZ¶V VROXWLRQV´ such as 
solar energy, fuel cells, lower-emission aircraft engines, efficient lighting, 
and water purification technology. This example leads to the point of the 
shared vision that will be discussed further.  
 
Hypothesis 2  
The second hypothesis that was tested is whether the learning capabilities 
of companies decline ± as in human beings ± by time. As learning in 
organisations was compared to learning in humans, so proponents to this 
statement support the latter statement. They argue that old established 
companies are less likely to learn new technologies and resist any 
temptation to change. Admittedly, this is valid in most public sector 
companies where there is no motivation or incentive to make a difference, 
but talking about private sector companies, this is completely the 
opposite. As aforementioned, Collins and Porras (1994) set out a criterion 
for visionary companies to be those companies that are in business for 
more than seventy years. Although their interest was not in knowing what 
it takes to survive, but it indicates that their ability to cope and 
accommodate is what kept them surviving (Senge, 1990a, 1990b, 1994). 
The adaptability, as Argyris (1974) describes it, is the result of continuous 
questioning of one¶s governing variables and own assumption and 
behaviour that will be reflected in adopting new mental model. 
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Accordingly, we can deduce that those companies have not lived over the 
years by coincidence, but because they learned how to learn, and used 
this learning on how to survive. Therefore, we can say that they have built 
their fortune on knowledge. 
 
This is very much akin to how humans in the primitive society developed 
and survived. Primitive food-gatherers had to learn which fruits were 
edible and which were poisonous. Primitive hunters, too, had to learn 
which trees supplied the best wood for making bows or arrows. The 
resulting know-how was then passed down from generation to generation 
(Juran, 1998). And this is how long lived organisations obtain it. De Geus 
(1997) in his Harvard Business Review article describes the living 
FRPSDQLHVDV WKRVHZKR µKDYH DSHUVRQDOLW\ WKDWDOORZV WKHP WRHYROYH¶
(De Geus, 1997:52) 
 
An example of how GE adapted to the new environment to survive dates 
back to the beginning of the last century, when they used their long 
experience and know-how in the power generation field to move into the 
new field of aircraft turbo superchargers (GE, 2010). This related 
diversification, at that time, reflects a breadth of learning capabilities to 
see beyond the time horizon. Not many companies could change their 
mental model and escape from seeing themselves interdependent and 
limited to their horizon. GE, however, succeeded to expand its spatial 
horizon and look from all perspectives for not missing the whole picture.  
 
 
This was not the only act that reflected their capability to survive, but 
they have also perused other competitive strategies when they moved 
into investment services, through GE Money, which is considered an 
unrelated diversification. In order to stay in synch with the outside world, 
GE knew that it must be able to alter its strategy, its product range, its 
organisational form and how it does its manufacturing. This is not an easy 
task without valuing their people through nurturing them and developing 
them as they are the knowledge carriers. Since GE believes that the mere 
presence of traditional training and development activities is not sufficient 
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and that one is never finished learning and practicing, it is committed to 
lifelong education at all levels of organisation. 
 
OBSERVATIONS ON THE CASE STUDY  
The case study provides best practices on how GE approached learning. It 
has, as well, raised numerous issues that are of paramount when aiming 
to build a learning organisation. Nonetheless, some concerns were 
witnessed. The observations will be highlighted according to certain 
themes as followed in the case study.  
 
Shared vision 
Senge (1990b) described the shared vision as the outcome of creative 
orientation and generative conversation. Hence, such vision must emerge 
from many people reflecting on WKH RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V purpose through 
generative conversations (i.e., dialogue). Shared vision and employee 
beliefs emanate from them wanting to be the best This can be clearly seen 
in GE practices when they hold their events and programmes in 
Crotonville, where all employees are engaged in conversations and 
sharing their ideas and knowledge in creating their own future. Employees 
are also trained to speak openly about WKH WUXWKRI WKHLU µFXUUHQW UHDOLW\¶
(Senge, 1990a). This is what creates the creative tension as a result of 
the gap between their vision and their status quo. GE, over the years, 
PDVWHUHG WKLV OHDUQLQJGLVFLSOLQHWRWKHH[WHQW WKDW LWEHFDPHD µFXOW OLNH
FXOWXUH¶(Collins & Porras, 1994).  
 
Inviting management gurus and external speakers and consultants to 
their session and forums, enriches the discussion and encourages the 
dialogue. Speaking to people from outside the circle of work is sometimes 
more convenient as there will not be any embarrassment of the 
appearance of incompetence. GE realised that invites people to facilitate 
and share their experience with the employees. Argyris (1991, 1994) 
warned from the defensive theory used by employees when the feel 
vulnerable or at risk, and that it blocks learning. It seems that GE learned 
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this lesson quite well that it has set ground rules for meetings that is 
FDOOHGµEDGJHVRXW¶LQUHIHUHQFHWRWKHPDQDJHUVWRleave their authorities 
outside the meeting rooms for the employees to feel more comfortable to 
talk and discuss all the issues without the fear of being punished or 
deliberately harassed. This environment of openness succeeded in 
instilling the sense of belonging in all employees and provided confidence 
that their voices are listened to. Moreover, employees felt they are part of 
a whole.  
 
However, one concern is raised about the involvement of employees in 
decision making except the decision related to headcount and 
compensation (interviewee 2). This actually raises some question marks 
regarding the transparency of that case. It is commonly believed that 
those issues are not discussed with employees and are the responsibility 
of the management alone. I believe that when people lose their jobs they 
understand why. And employees should be talked to in good times as well 
as in bad times. It is not going to work if they were only involved when 
they are needed. Most people understand that business have to make 
trade-offs as Porter asserts.  
 
However, managers are always there for their subordinates to discuss 
their future, whether they want to leave, being transferred internally or 
want a raise. All these issues are discussed openly, which is very crucial 
these days, where some corporations try to entre new markets taking the 
easy way by acquiring the resources of their competitors. They follow 
similar Japanese strategy in developing core competency through 
acquiring competitors. An interesting case that I have witnessed is what 
happened in Egypt in 2007 when a third mobile operator entered the 
market. The case is not really reflecting a shared vision example, but it 
tackles the issue of the lack of shared vision and dialogue and what it 
could lead to. it starts when the new company started to offer double and 
triple the salaries for people who are already working by the other two 
competitors and succeeded sometimes to hire entire departments from 
both companies. Doing this, they weakened their competitors and got hold 
of the required knowledge for the start up. This has put both competitors 
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in a serious disadvantage and allowed the new company to obtain almost 
25 % of the market share. Interestingly, after three years this 
organisation is now competing not only locally, but also regionally.  
 
From the latter case we can see how critical openness is required in every 
single aspect that relates to the employees, especially the commonly 
unspoken one. A critical point that will be discussed in further details in 
the knowledge transfer section is the tacit knowledge that is in the 
possession of the employees. Another point that has to be raised is what 
Lave & Wenger (1991) and Nevis et al. (1995) defend that the knowledge 
is situated in the practices of everyday¶V work rather than being in the 
possession of individuals. They also add that this knowledge stays within 
the organisation even if individuals change. The aforementioned example 
provides evidence that their statement has little ground and can be easily 
refuted. The only action that might support their statement is that there 
should be a process that ensures capturing this knowledge to utilise it in 
the everyday¶V work. 6LPLODUO\ WR ZKDW *( GRHV E\ FDSWXULQJ WKLV µWDFLW¶
knowledge of its employees through the formal and informal socialisation 
and networking processes. Else, as Schoen (1992) states, not capturing 
WKLV WDFLW NQRZOHGJH MHRSDUGLVH WKH FRPSDQ\¶V SRVLWLRQ DV LW UHVXOWV LQ
knowledge and competitive advantage loss.  
 
At any rate, an important point to be raised here is that learning 
behaviours are likely compromised in punitive environments. People on 
the defence are just saving their rear-ends and not thinking about how to 
better themselves through a learning experience. Adopting Argyris Model 
II theory should lead to minimally defensive relationships, high freedom of 
choice and increased likelihood of double-loop learning. 
 
Experimentation 
Experimentation in GE is widely encouraged across the company. This is 
inevitable for an innovative company. This is also not lip service as this 
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was reflected in their new slogan µimagination at work¶ replacing the long-
time slogan µZHEULQJJRRGWKLQJVWROLIH¶ 
 
From the study we saw how new comers ± L&D director in his second 
week ± was encourage to question existing paradigms and mental models. 
He was also empowered to take personal initiatives. This tolerance of idea 
persuades people to speak with no fear as Edmondson (2008) labels it 
ZLWKµVDIHWRVD\¶+HQFHWKHUHZLOOEHQRGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQHPSOR\HHV¶
espoused theory and their theory in action, as Argyris describes it. There 
will be only one master plan and double-loop learning will take place.  
 
Although, no example where giving from situation where the people or the 
organisation learned from their mistakes, but it is known that the greatest 
learning takes place in failure when things do not go as expected. And 
again, as long as the people feel that their mistakes will be tolerated, they 
will keep questioning, experimenting and learning. Undoubtedly, people in 
GE feel that inventing new knowledge is not a specialised activity of only 
some departments; it is HYHU\RQH¶VUHVSRQVLELOLW\DQGE\WLPHLWEHFDPHD
way of behaving. For any organisation that is aiming to build a learning 
organisation, knowledge and learning shall be at the very centre of their 
FRPSDQ\¶V KXPDQ UHVRXUFHV VWUDWHJ\ as knowledge always begins with 
individuals. Again, here the point of the tacit knowledge is raised once 
more. This is a problem when there is no firm wide programme to capture 
this tacit knowledge.  
 
Leadership engagement in such experiment is inevitable. This can be seen 
in the practices of *(¶V OHDGHUV RYHU WKH ODVW WKUHH GHFDGHV 7KH\
experiment themselves and act as an example. This conforms to what 
Mintzberg (2009) proclaims that a community leader should be personally 
engaged in order to engage others, so that anyone and everyone can 
exercise initiative. +HDGGV µIf you doubt this can happen, take a look at 
how Wikipedia, Linux, and other open-VRXUFHRSHUDWLRQVZRUN¶ 
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Transfer of knowledge 
GE is a multinational conglomerate; hence we can imagine the complexity 
of the organisation structure. We just have to imagine that each business 
unit has a CEO and a complete structure. Despite this complexity, GE 
achieved to prevail over it and create a virtual matrix-like structure that 
has the capability to act like a neural network. This neural network 
enabled maximum agility and responsiveness.  
 
Critics might argue that in such organisation structure that is not 
hierarchical and highly formalized, employees are not subject to close 
monitoring and do not have excessive controls in their job environment 
(Goh, 2008). However, proponents such as Drucker pointed out that 
companies will look more likely to resemble large symphony orchestra, 
thus will depend on autonomous models and the decisions are more 
passed down the line. This also will attribute to the agility of the 
organisation, and the high responsiveness of the decision making that 
might guarantee first movers advantage.  
 
On the other hand, sharing the knowledge is a vital task for all 
organisation members. It is important for the organisations as it is for the 
employees. For the organisation to ensure capturing the tacit knowledge 
of its members to be able to use it and share it with existing or new 
members. As for the employees, some of them think that it is their 
competitive advantage to keep their knowledge for themselves and not 
share it with anyone, as this will keep them a valuable source of 
information in the organisation, ignoring the fact that information and 
even knowledge if available on the internet before it is available in books. 
7KHEHQHILW RI VKDULQJRQH¶V NQRZOHGJH LV WRJDLQPRUHNQRZOHGge from 
RWKHUV DQG FRQWLQXRXVO\ YDOLGDWH RQH¶V RZQNQRZOHGJH 7KLV LV WKHPDLQ
idea of sharing knowledge and experience of others. Assuming we have 
ten people each with a work experience of ten years and all are sharing 
their knowledge, hence we will be having a collective experience of one 
hundred years. Basically, learning organisations like GE knows this fact 
and utilised it to the utmost.  
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It can be recognised how they encourage the networking and socialisation 
events, to be able to take hold of the emSOR\HHV¶ WDFLW NQRZOHGJH $
dangerous point was raised by the L&D manager, saying that the 
databases they use are only shared within the department and not across 
the whole company, asserting the reliability of their networking and 
socialisation process that helps in communication. However, the following 
example shows the risk that GE might face in the future, if it did not take 
serious measures to solve this issue.  
 
I worked as a consultant in a project in one of GE competitors in 2006 
that was about solving a similar conflict that happened due to a deficiency 
in sharing knowledge, or to be precise not sharing anything. They had 
similar organisation configuration and structure, namely seven different 
business units; each unit acts as a separate entity or company within the 
organisation and has its own structure, databases and clients. But, due to 
similarities in some products and supplementary, problem started to rise. 
It happened when some clients received two different offers with different 
prices for the same product from two different departments. The other 
issue is that the business units started to compete with each other and 
not focusing on the bigger interest of the company. There were no 
coordination between departments and this in turn led to duplication of 
data and redundancy of efforts. The solution as visualised by the CEO was 
to have a share point (database) were all the projects data were stored on 
and even all the offers are stored and access guaranteed to all relevant 
people across the organisation to ensure that the information is shared 
within the organisation. This enabled all the departments to see each 
others projects and offers and decide whether there is a potential benefit 
for them or not. Up to here, this could be a reasonable solutioQEXWZKDW¶V
more, to ensure all the departments share their information and utilise 
RWKHU SHRSOH¶V LQIRUPDWLRQ WKH &(2 WLHG XS DOO GHSDUWPHQWV EXVLQHVV
target agreements with each other. Meaning, that each business unit 
target includes a certain percentage that should be achieved through 
cross selling activities, i.e. activities from selling other departments 
products. This had created momentum in the organisation that not only 
58 
 
encourage sharing the knowledge through the systems and databases, but 
created a dialogue between the different departments after they were 
acting like separate islands under one name ± GE.  
 
The challenge that is still facing numerous organisations is how to convert 
the discrete pieces of the explicit knowledge into a new whole into 
manuals that could be passed to organisation members even if have not 
meet or seen the originator or owner of the tacit knowledge. This is how 
organisations should capture knowledge and translate it into routine and 
policies that will benefit the business conduct and hence provide 
competitive advantage. Numerous organisations complain that they have 
superb routines and governances and the most recent technology 
available at their premises though they do not feel any advantage over 
their rivals. Their problem lies in the implementation and utilisation part. 
Hence, the problem shifted from being a sharing problem to being a 
utilisation problem ± i.e. from a behavioural problem to an attitude 
problem. In that case, solutions like the one of the CEO in the previous 
case are optimal.  
 
Once a company has adopted a new solution it has to be able to invent 
new behaviours and establish a process for transmitting skills from 
individuals to the entire community to overcome what De Geus (1998) 
warns from hat knowledge travels with people not on paper.  
 
Mental models  
Senge et al. (1990) explain the mental models briefly in the context of 
organisation that it is the deep-seated assumptions that we base our 
actions upon it. Learning as Argyris¶GRXEOH-loop learning model suggest is 
based mainly on questioning our mental models. In the business context, 
GE is successfully creating a µFan do¶ mindset in their employees by 
offering them to experiment and try new things. The company prepares 
them always to question WKHFRPSDQ\¶VURXWLQHV 
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In essence, this requires firstly to stop thinking in short-term and look at 
the bigger picture and regard the system as a whole not as a small 
disconnected pieces. By acting and behaving based on this systems 
thinking notion, employees will know that each of their action, no matter 
trivial or significant will affect the whole. Accordingly, to be fully effective 
in delivering sustainable benefits, employees should switch their attention 
to the long-term goals of the company. $ µKnight's move thinking¶
approach is also adopted in their problem solving methodology.  
 
With the uncertainty and ambiguity that surround us, Leaders must have 
the creative and intuitive ability to draw mental pictures of the 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ¶Vfuture they wish to achieve (shared vision), telling the truth 
about where they are (Senge creative tension), and directing the 
organisation towards the lighthouse beacon in the storm (Mayo & Lank, 
1994). Continuously expanding their capacity to create their future 
 
)RVWHULQJDQDWPRVSKHUHLQZKLFKRUJDQLVDWLRQPHPEHUVIHHOµVDIHWRVD\¶
or express themselves and feel respected, pays off and results in people 
eager to work. When people know their ideas are welcomed, they will 
offer innovative ways to lower costs and improve quality, thus laying a 
PRUH VROLG IRXQGDWLRQ IRU WKHLU FRPSDQ\¶V VXFFHVV :KHQ PDQDJHUV
empower, rather than control; when they ask the right questions, rather 
than provide the right answers; and when they focus on flexibility, rather 
than insist on adherence, they move to a higher form of execution 
(Edmondson 2008).  
 
Team Learning  
GE is continuously optimising their people competencies as it is optimising 
its capital. Their people carry the knowledge and, therefore, the source of 
competitive advantage. The engagement efforts create sense of belonging 
to and caring for something larger than themselves inside the employees. 
GE achieved this through the previously mentioned forums and meetings 
that are used to promote and cultivate learning inside the organisation. 
*(¶V FRQYLFWLRQ LV WKDW WHDP OHDUQLQJ LV WKH PHGLXP DQG PHDQV WKDW
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ensure learning takes place inside the organisation. Engaging in team 
learning force people to entre the learning cycle even if they where 
reluctant to do, as everyone will feel the openness to share their 
knowledge and experience as well as concerns. This in fact is precisely 
what Argyris explained in his double loop learning notion of the interaction 
between the information feedback and the mental models of the real 
world, which is the link that differentiates the single and double loop 
learning.  
 
In conclusion, it is the duty of mangers to convert their companies into 
communities because it is the glue that binds the company together for its 
greater good (Mintzberg, 2009). Numerous researchers have reached the 
same opinion about the collective learning inside the organisation; 
nevertheless, they disagreed in the way how to achieve it. My conviction 
LV WKDW WKLV LVSDUWRIHDFKFRPSDQ\¶V FRPSHWLWLYHDGYDQWDJHDQGKRZ LW
utilises its capabilities. 7KH PRGHUQ µEUDLQ ULFK FRPSDQ\¶ DV GH *HXV
(1998) defines it is a community of people that to succeed must maximise 
its available brain capacity. Alike humans, each one utilises his brain in his 
unique way and that what makes people different than each other and this 
is how it should be for organisations. The latter conforms also with the 
view Mintzberg (2009) that Organisations function best when committed 
people work in cooperative relationships based on respect.  
 
It can be presumed that team learning has benefited the six sigma 
approach and vice-versa. It can also be said that the six sigma approach, 
which is designated by the culture of high quality, has benefited GE form a 
cultural perspective more than it helped them from a quality perspective. 
They might have Six Sigma project that failed, however, it succeeded in 
promoting a culture of high quality, like Kaizen philosophy that also aims 
to improve the quality in organisations, but achieves this through the 
change in the master programme rather than making corrective actions. 
This approach depends completely on focusing and improving the drivers 
that consequently will affect the results.  
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Learning for GE is not just a vision. It took its place in their strategy as 
one of its missions. A company that invests yearly one billion US Dollars in 
SHRSOH¶V GHYHORSPHQW DQG WUDLQLQJ LV FRQVLGHULQJ OHDUQLQJ DV RQH RI LWV
missions. Form that we infer that GE looks beyond the short term returns, 
and regards learning as the spearhead with which they conquer the 
market. 3HWHU'UXFNHURQFHVDLGWKDWµ3URILWIRUDFRPSDQ\LVOLNHR[\JHQ
IRU D SHUVRQ LI \RX GRQ¶W KDYH HQRXJK RI LW \RX DUH RXW RI WKH game¶
Nowadays, we should say the learning for a company is like oxygen for a 
person. Learning and knowledge are now the driver of the company; 
profits are only results of the business. If companies were able to improve 
the efficiency of the drivers, the results will be outstanding. Hence, 
³/HDUQLQJ IRU D FRPSDQ\ LV OLNH DQ HQJLQH WR WKH FDU LI \RX KDYH DQ
inHIILFLHQWRQH\RXZRQWJRIDU´ 
 
The main question emanating from the many paradoxes of organisational 
learning does it provide competitive advantage? The answer is simply 
³<HV´ +RZHYHU WKH ZD\ WR DFKLHYH WKDW LV QRW VLPSO\ DV WKH DQVZHU
Learning is a very long process that takes much effort and time. Argyris 
learning-loops are a good framework for understanding the concepts of 
OHDUQLQJDQGUHIOHFWLQJDQG6HQJH¶VIive disciplines are a good structure to 
fleshing out the skeleton of the organisational learning. The process of 
fleshing provides the competitive advantage to the organisation. Books 
are full of theories and models and disciplines, RQ³+RZ-7R´EXLOG/2but 
the real comSHWLWLYHDGYDQWDJHOLHVLQWKHµKnow-How¶RUWKHµNQRZ-how-
WR¶ that differs from the µHow-To¶ by the knowledge. Data and information 
could be easily found everywhere, but knowledge is the true cognitive and 
analytical ability that is only encompassed in a genuine learning process. 
The first hypothesis proved its argument that the learning process is a 
competitive advantage per se. What should be kept in mind is how to 
differentiate oneself in learning? What makes a student better than his 
classmates is the same thing that will make an organisation better than its 
rivals. They way it assimilates information and creates knowledge. What 
made the titmice gain advantage in the interspecies competition over the 
red robins in the well-documented example of the milkmen in Great 
Brittan during the 1930s. It is there ability to learn from each other 
62 
 
thorough socialisation (De Geus, 1997). The examples are plenty, but in 
the end one cannot follow a copycat strategy. It is about how to become 
number one, rather than to be like number one. The only way to do this is 
by taking a learning orientation. Briefly this means involving everyone in 
the system in expressing their aspiration, building their awareness and 
developing their capabilities together.  
 
Finally, no final study can definitively determine final say in this topic. 
Learning now is not the learning of tomorrow. The methods, tools and 
techniques differ from generation to generation. Hence, the competitive 
advantage depends on who will be able to have the superior method and 
tools in gaining information and knowledge and how to utilise it for the 
benefit of the organisation. Future researchers could perform longitudinal 
studies that investigate the potential improvements in the existing method 
or the creation of new ones. Care must be taken to control for the firm-
specific cultures.  
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Questionnaire  
Organisational Learning in GE 
 
General * 
1. What is the aim of becoming a Learning Organisation? 
2. How did GE implement Organisational Learning (OL) concepts? 
3. What was achieved and what was elusive? In that case, what are the 
areas/disciplines that are hard to be implemented and why? 
4. How did GE sustain OL over the years? 
5. Did OL really provide GE with the intended competitive advantage? 
6. What are the critical success factors that led to success?  
7. What are the failures? 
8. How long did it take to become a Learning Organisation? 
9. How do you measure OL? And when to say that GE became a 
learning organisation? 
10. To what extent are corporate level organisational learning policies 
and practices translated into business unit policies and practices? 
11. Do you think that the absence of OL is a primary cause of 
organisation decline? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Main themes are adopted from (Goh, 2008) 
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Clarity of Purpose and Mission 
1. ,VWKHUHDZLGHVSUHDGVXSSRUWDQGDFFHSWDQFHRIWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ¶V
mission statement 
2. How is the mission of the organization achieved? 
3. 'RHVWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ¶VPLVVLRQVWDWHPHQWLGHQWLI\values to which all 
employees must conform? 
4. Do you have opportunities for self assessment with respect to goal 
attainment 
 
Shared Leadership and Involvement  
5. Do senior managers resist change?  
a. If yes, why? 
b. If no, what is the evidence?  
6. Do senior managers and employees share a common vision of what 
the work should accomplish? 
7. Do managers accept criticism without becoming overly defensive?  
8. Do managers often provide useful feedback that helps to identify 
potential problems and opportunities?  
a. If yes, by what means?  
9. Do managers frequently involve employees in important decisions?  
a. If yes, to what extent do they empower and support their 
employees?  
 
Experimentation  
10.  Are people who are new in the organization encouraged to question 
the way things are done? 
a. If yes, how?  
11.  Are the managers encouraging team members to experiment in 
order to improve work processes?  
12.  Are innovative ideas often rewarded by management? 
a. Are new ideas from employees treated seriously by?  
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Knowledge Transfer  
13.  Do employees have the opportunity to talk to other staff about 
successful programs or work activities in order to understand why 
they succeed?  
14. Are failures discussed in meeting?  
a. If yes, constructively or negatively? 
15.  How do employees know about new projects, contracts etc. within 
the organisation? 
16. How are new policies/processes/procedures communicated to the 
employees?  
17. How do you encourage knowledge sharing in the organisation? 
18.  Do you have a system that allows everyone to learn successful 
practices from other organizations? 
19. Do you share lessons learned from each project within the 
organisation? 
 
Teamwork and Group Problem-solving  
20. Does the current organizational practice encourage employees to 
solve problems together before discussing it with a manager? 
21.  Do you have specific problem solving groups in the organization? 
a. If yes, how is it formed?  
Organization Design/Structure 
22. Is there an overlap in work between different units in the 
organization? 
23.  Does the organization have too many levels of hierarchy?  
24. How do you introduce new work activities/processes?  
25. Do you follow a certain management system  
26. Do you have a department/function responsible for overlooking the 
implementation/maintenance of those systems?  
27. Do employees work usually closely monitored and inspected by 
management?  
28.  Do you have established standard operating procedures (SOPs) for 
every work situation? 
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Research questions  
- How did GE implement OL concepts? 
- What would be achieved and what would be elusive? In that case, what 
are the areas/disciplines that are hard to be implemented and why? 
- Could all Learning disciplines (5 disciplines) be implemented?  
- How did GE sustain OL over the years? 
- Did OL really provide GE with the intended competitive advantage? 
- What are the critical success factors that led to success? What are the 
failures? 
- How long did it take them to become a Learning Organisation? 
- How to measure OL in an organisation? i.e. when to say that GE 
became a learning organisation? 
- Investigating the extent to which corporate level organisational 
learning policies and practices are translated into business unit policies 
and practices. 
- Is the absence of OL a primary cause of organisation decline? 
  
68 
 
Works Cited 
Anderson, L. (1997). Argyris and Schön's theory on congruence and 
learning. Retrieved 08 15, 2010, from Research Papers in Action 
Research : http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/arp/argyris.html 
Andreadis, N. (2009). Learning and Organisational Effectiveness: A 
Systems Perspective. Performance Improvement , 48 (1), pp. 5-11. 
Argyris, C. (1977). Double-Loop Learning in Organisations. Harvard 
Business Review , 55 (5), pp. 115-125. 
Argyris, C. (1998). Empowerment: The Emperor's New Clothes. Harvard 
Business Review , 76 (3). 
Argyris, C. (1994). Good Communication That Blocks Learning. Harvard 
Business Review , 72 (4), pp. 77-85. 
Argyris, C. (1980). Inner Contradictions of Rigorous Research. New York: 
Academic Press. 
Argyris, C. (1982). Reasoning, Learning and Action: Individual and 
Organisation. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publisher. 
Argyris, C. (1991). Teaching Smart People How to Learn. Harvard 
Business Review , 69 (3), pp. 99-164. 
Argyris, C. (1982). The Executive Mind and Double-Loop Learning. 
Organisational Dynamics (Autumn), pp. 2-17. 
Argyris, C., & Schoen, D. A. (1974). Theory in Practice: Increasing 
Professional Effectiveness. California: Jossey-Bass Limited. 
Argyris, C., & Schoen, D. (1978). Organizational Learning: A Theory of 
Action Perspective. Reading : Addison-Wesley. 
Ashby, W. R. (1952). Design for the Brain. New York: Wiley. 
Barney, J. B. (1986). Organisational Culture: Can It be a Source of 
Sustained Competitive Advantage? Academy of Management Review , 
11 (3), pp. 656-65. 
Bowman, C., & Ambrosini, V. (2000). Value Creation Versus Value 
Capture: Towards a Coherent Definition of Value in Strategy. British 
Journal of Management , 11 (1), pp. 1-15. 
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. 
Qualitative Reasearch in Psychology (3), pp. 77-101. 
69 
 
Bunderson, S. J., & Sutcliffe, K. M. (2003, February). When to Put the 
Brakes on Learning. Harvard Business Review , pp. 20-21. 
Child, J. (2003). Organisation Learning. In D. Faulkner, & A. Campbel 
(Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Strategy (pp. 443-471). New York: 
Oxford University Press. 
Child, J., & Kieser, A. (1981). Development of Organisations over Time. In 
N. C. Nystorm, & W. H. Starbuck (Eds.), Handbook of Organisational 
Design (pp. 28-64). New York: Oxford University Press. 
Collins, J. (2009). How The Mighty Fall. London: Random House Business 
Books. 
Collins, J., & Porras, J. (1994). Built to Last: Successful habits of Visionary 
Companies. New York: Random House. 
Cooper, E. (2010, June). Discussion about Orgnisation Learning. (S. 
Farrag, Interviewer) 
Covey, S. R. (1990). The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. New York: 
Rockefeller Center. 
De Geus, A. (1988). Planning as Learning. Harvard Business Review , 66 
(2), pp. 70-74. 
De Geus, A. (1996). The Future is multiple. Retrieved July 2010, from Aris 
De Geus: 
http://www.ariedegeus.com/usr/downloads/publications/the_future_is
_multiple.doc 
De Geus, A. (1997). The Living Company. Harvard Business Review , 72 
(2), pp. 51-59. 
De Geus, A. (1998). The Living Company: A Receipe for Success in the 
New Economy. The Washington Quarterly , 21 (Winter), pp. 197-205. 
Dewey, J. D. (1933). How We Think. New York: D.C. Health. 
DiBella, A. J., & Nevis, E. C. (1998). How Organizations Learn. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishing. 
Dobson, P., Starkey, K., & Richards, J. (2004). Strategic Management: 
Issues and Cases. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Dodgson, M. (1993). Organisation Learning: A Review of Some Literature. 
Organisation Studies (14), pp. 375-394. 
Drucker, P. F. (1988). The Coming of the New Organization. Harvard 
Business Review , 66 (1), pp. 45-53. 
70 
 
Easterby-Smith, M., & Prieto, I. P. (2008). Dynamic Capabilities and 
Knowledge Management: An Integrative Role for Learning. British 
Journal of Management , 19, pp. 235-249. 
Easterby-Smith, M., Crossan, M., & Nicolini, D. (2000). Organizational 
Learning: Debates Past, Present and Future. Journal of Management 
Studies , 37 (6), pp. 783-796. 
Edmondson, A. (2008). The Competitive Imperative of Learning. Harvard 
Buisiness Review , 86 (4), pp. 60-7. 
Fiol, C. M., & Lyles, M. A. (1985). Organizational Learning. Academy of 
Managament Review , 10, pp. 803-13. 
Flyvbjerg, B. (2006). Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research. 
Qualitative Inquiry , 12 (2), pp. 219-245. 
Fulmer, R. M., & Keys, J. B. (1998). A Conversation with Chris Argyris: 
The Father of Organizational Learning. Organizational Dynamics 
(Autumn), pp. 21-31. 
Garrett, B. (1990). Creating a Learning Organization, A Guide to 
Leadership, Learning and Development. Cambridge: Simon and 
Schuster. 
Garvin, D. (1993). Building a Learning Organisation. Harvard Business 
Review , 71 (4), pp. 78-91. 
Garvin, D., Edmondson, A. C., & Gino, F. (2008). Is Yours a Learning 
Organisation? Harvard Business Review , 86 (March), pp. 109-116. 
GE. (2010). GE Citizenship. Retrieved 09 03, 2010, from GE Our People: 
http://www.ge.com/citizenship/our-priorities/our-people/ 
GE. (2010). GE in the UK Brochure . Retrieved August 15, 2010, from GE 
in the UK: 
http://www.ge.com/uk/london2012legacy/press/docs/pdf/FinalGEinthe
UK.pdf 
GE. (2010). Our Company. (GE) Retrieved August 15, 2010, from GE UK 
Website: http://www.ge.com/uk/company/factsheet_uk.html 
Gephart, R. (2004). Qualitative Research and the Academy of 
Management Journal. Academy of Management Journal , 47 (4), pp. 
454-462. 
Ghemawat, P. (2005). Regional Strategies for Global Leadership. Harvard 
Business Review , 83 (December), pp. 98-108. 
71 
 
Gherardi, S. (1999). Learning as Problem-Driven or Learning in the Face 
of Mystery? Organization Studies , 20 (1), pp. 101-123. 
Goh, S. C. (2001). The Learning Organization: An Emperical Test of A 
Normative Perspective. International Journal of Organizational Theory 
& Behaviour , 4 (3&4), pp. 329-55. 
Goh, S. C., & Ryan, P. J. (2008). The Organizational Performance of 
Learning Companies. The Learning Organization , 15 (3), pp. 225-239. 
Hamel, G. (1996). Strategy as Revolution. Harvard Business Review , 74 
(4). 
Hamel, G., & Prahalad, C. K. (1994). Competing for the Future. Boston: 
Harvard Business School Press. 
Hamel, G., & Prahalad, C. K. (1996). Competing in the new economy: 
Managing out of bounds. Strategic Management Journal , 17, pp. 237-
242. 
Hays, R. H., Wheelwright, C. C., & Clark, K. B. (1988). Dynamic 
Manufacturing: Creating the Learning Organisation. New York: The 
Free Press. 
Hedberg, B. (1981). How Organisations Learn nad Unlearn. In P. Nystrom, 
& W. Starbuck (Eds.), Handbokk of Organisational Design (pp. 3-27). 
New York: Oxford University Press. 
Huber, G. (1991). Organisational Learning: The Contributing Process and 
Literature. Organisation Science 2 , pp. 88-115. 
Juran, J. M. (1998). -XUDQ¶V4XDOLW\+DQGERRN (J. M. Juran, A. B. Godfrey, 
R. E. Hoogstoel, & E. G. Schilling, Eds.) New York: McGraw-Hill. 
Katzenbach, J., & D.K., S. (1993). The Wisdom of Teams: Creating the 
High Performance Organization. Boston: Harvard Business School 
Press. 
Kay, J., McKiernan, P., & Faulkner, D. (2003). The History of Strategy And 
Some Thoughts About The Future. In D. Faulkner, & A. Campbell 
(Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Strategy. New York: Oxford University 
Press. 
Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of 
Learning and Development,. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall. 
Lave, J., & Wenger, .. (1991). ituated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral 
Participation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
72 
 
Lipset, S. M., Trow, M., & Coleman, J. (1956). Union Democracy: he inside 
politics of the International Typographical Union. New York: Free 
Press. 
Maani, K., & Benton, C. (1999). Rapid Team Learning: Lessons from New 
Zealand America's Cup Campaign. Organizational Dynamics , 27 (4). 
Mayo, A., & Lank, E. (1994). The Power of Learning. London: Institute of 
Personnel And Development. 
McGill, I., & Brockbank, A. (2004). The action learning handbook: 
powerful techniques for education. New York: Routledge. 
Mckiernan, P. (2003). The Turnaround. In D. Faulkner, & A. Campbell 
(Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Strategy (Vol. 1, pp. 759-810). New 
York: Oxford University Press. 
Mckiernan, P. (2003). The Turnaround. In D. Faulkner, & A. Campbell 
(Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Strategy (Vol. 1). Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
Mintzberg, H. (2009). Rebuilding Companies as Communities. Harvard 
Business Review , 87 (4), p. 140143. 
Mintzberg, H. (1983). Structure in Fives: Designing Effective 
Organizations. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall. 
Mintzberg, H., Ahlstrand, B., & Lampel, J. (2009). Strategy Safari (2nd 
Edition ed.). Edinburgh Gate: Pearson Education Limited. 
Mintzberg, H., Lampel, J., Quinn, J. B., & Ghoshal, S. (2003). The 
Strategy Process (Fourth ed.). Essex: Pearson Education Limited. 
Nevis, E. C., DiBella, A. J., & Gould, J. M. (1995). Understandng 
Organisation as Learning Systems. Sloan Management Review 
(Winter), pp. 73-85. 
Nonaka, I. (1991). The Knowledge-Creating Company. Harvard Business 
Review , 69 (4), pp. 162-171. 
Nonaka, I., & Takeuchi, H. (1995). The Knowledge-Creating Company. 
New York: Oxford University Press. 
O'Brien, W. J. (2010). The Soul of The Organization. Reflections , 10 (1), 
pp. 28-33. 
O'Keeffe, T. (2002). Organisational Learning: A new perspective. Journal 
of European Industrial Training , 26 (2), pp. 130-141. 
73 
 
Osborn, S. (1994). Communication and Learning. Harvard Business School 
, 72 (5), p. 180. 
Piaget, J. (1983). Piaget's theory . In P. Mussen, Handbook of Child 
Psychology (4th ed., Vol. 1). New York : Wiley. 
Pitkethly, R. (2003). Analysing the Environment. In D. Faulkner, & A. 
Campbell (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Strategy (Vol. 1). Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
Pitkethly, R. (2003). Analysing the Environment. In The Oxford Handbook 
of Strategy (Vol. 1). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Porter, M. E. (1985). Competitive Advantage: Creating and Sustaining 
Superior Performance. New York: Free Press. 
Porter, M. E. (1980). Competitive Strategy: Techniques for Analyzing 
Industries and Competitors. New York: Free Press. 
Porter, M. E. (1991). Towards a Dynamic Theory of Strategy. Strategic 
Management Journal , 12 (4), 95-112. 
Porter, M. E. (1996, Nov-Dec). What is Strategy. Harvard Business Review 
, 74 (4), pp. 61-78. 
Prahalad, C. K., & Hamel, G. (1990). The Core Competence of the 
Corporation. Harvard Business Review , 68 (3), pp. 79-91. 
Prokesch, S. (2009). How GE Teaches Teams to Lead Change. Harvard 
Business Review , 87 (January), pp. 99-106. 
Schein, E. (1993). On Dialogue, Culture and Organization Learning. 
Reflections , 4 (4), pp. 27-38. 
Schein, E. (1992). Organisational Culture and Leadership. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass Publishing. 
6FKRHQ'7KH7KHRU\RI,QTXLU\'HZH\¶V/Hgacy to Education. 
Curriculum Inquiry , 22 (2), pp. 119-139. 
Seligman, J. (2005). building a System Thinking Culture at Ford Motor 
Company. Reflections , 6 (4). 
Senge, P. (1994). Communication and Learning: Letters To The Editor. 
Harvard Business Review , 72 (6), p. 182. 
Senge, P. (2006). Systems Citizenship: The Leadership Mandate For This 
Millennium. Leader to Leader , 2006 (41), pp. 21-26. 
Senge, P. (1990b). The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the 
Learning Organization. New York: Doubleday. 
74 
 
Senge, P. (1990a). The Leaders New Work: building learning 
organizations. Sloan Management Review , 32 (1). 
Senge, P., & Fulmer, R. M. (1993). Simulations, Systems Thinking and 
Anticipatory Learning. The Journal of Management Development , 12 
(6), pp. 21-33. 
Senge, P., Roberts, C., Ross, R. B., Smith, B. J., & Kleiner, A. (1994). The 
Fifth Discipline Fieldbook: Strategies and Tools for Building a Learning 
Organisation. London: Nicholas Brealey. 
Smith, M. K. (2001). Chris Argyris: theories of action, double-loop 
learning and organizational learning. Retrieved August 9, 2010, from 
www.infed.org/thinkers/argyris.htm: 
www.infed.org/thinkers/argyris.htm 
Stata, R. (1989). Organisation Learning-The key to management 
innovation. Sloan Management Review (Spring), pp. 63-74. 
Sterman, J. D. (2000). Learning in and about Complex Systems. 
Reflections , 1 (3). 
Tichy, N. M., & M.A, D. (1986). The Transformational Leader. New York: 
John Wiley and Sons. 
Yin, R. K. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and Methods. London: 
Sage Publications, Inc. 
 
 
75 
 
 
                                       
i The 7s Model consists of: Strategy, Structure, System, Shared Values, Style, 
Staff and Skills. A simplified description for each of the 7 elements can be given 
as: 
 Strategy: The company plan or route-map to maintain competitive advantage 
 Structure: The company hierarchy 
 Systems: The day-to-day processes and procedures throughout the company 
 Shared Values: The core values of the company 
 Style: The company leadership style 
 Staff: The company's employees and their broad abilities 
 Skills: The skills and competencies of employees 
